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Ethnic Diversity & Gospel Unity 
A Position Paper Written by the Elders at Crawford Avenue Baptist Church 

 
 

INTRODUCTION  
The gospel is for all people (Galatians 3:28). Therefore, Jesus commanded His followers to 
“make disciples of all nations (ethne)” (Matthew 28:19). Furthermore, the gospel has the 
power to unite diverse peoples into one people, who by their love for one another bear 
witness to the reconciling grace of Jesus (Ephesians 2:11-22).  
  
This diverse unity is our charge as Christians. Many Christians genuinely desire to experience 
it. However, achieving it as a reality in our lives and church can prove to be much more 
difficult.1 For example, in the New Testament, the gospel did spread to more and more 
peoples. But, as these diverse peoples were called to live in community with one another, the 
prejudices and divisions between them began to emerge. Consider the following accounts 
given to us in Scripture: 

• The disciples balked at Jesus conversing with a Samaritan woman (John 4:9, 27). 
• The Hebrew believers neglected the concerns of the Hellenistic Jews in the church in 

Jerusalem (Acts 6.1). 
• Peter subtly withdrew from the Gentiles at the church in Galatia in favor of 

fellowshipping with his Jewish kinsmen (Galatians 2:11-14). 
 
Living in harmonious community with people from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds 
proved to be difficult. Therefore, much of the New Testament is concerned with teaching and 
discipling the people of God to embrace their unity in Christ and to live in love with one 
another.  
 
An honest assessment of history reveals that racial division has plagued the church in 
America. We praise God for the progress that has been made, but there is still work to do. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. famously observed that Sunday morning is the most segregated hour 
of the week. Still today, congregations in the United States remain largely segregated. For 
																																																								
1	Bob Smietana, “Research: Racial Diversity at Church More Dream Than Reality,” Lifeway Research Blog, 
January 17, 2014, accessed March 13, 2018, http://www.lifewayresearch.com/2014/01/17/research-racial-
diversity-at-church-more-dream-than-reality/. This LifeWay study found that 85% of senior pastors in Protestant 
churches say every church should strive for racial diversity, but only 13% of those pastors said they had more 
than one predominant racial or ethnic group in their congregation.  
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example, a 1998 National Congregations Study, revealed that 90% of American 
congregations are made up of at least 90% of people of the same race.2  
 
Crawford Avenue Baptist Church is located in a diverse community. This is true of the larger 
CSRA3 and of our immediate neighborhood, Harrisburg. The residents of Harrisburg are 46% 
White, 43% Black, 3% Hispanic/Latino, 3% Asian, 4% Mixed, and 1% Other.4 The diversity of 
our community and neighborhood presents certain challenges, but more importantly it affords 
a tremendous opportunity to bear witness to the power of the gospel to unite diverse peoples 
in love. As Jesus taught us in John 13:34-35: “A new commandment I give to you, that you 
love one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another. By this all people 
will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” 
 
RECONCILIATION AND MULTIETHNIC CHURCHES  
Our God is a reconciling God. From beginning to end, the Bible tells the story of God 
reconciling sinners to Himself and to one another. Reconciliation “assumes there has been a 
breakdown in the relationship, but now there has been a change from a state of enmity and 
fragmentation to one of harmony and fellowship.”5 One of the most devastating effects of sin 
is that sin severs our relationship with God and alienates us from one another.  
 
Reconciled to God 
Even when we were enemies of God, alienated from God, and hostile in our minds towards 
God, God freely chose to reconcile us to Himself. Paul states in Romans 5:8, 10-11:  

“But God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for 
us. …For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of 
his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life. 
More than that, we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through 
whom we have now received reconciliation.”  
 

The goal of Jesus’ death on the cross was relational: Jesus died for us so that He might 
restore our relationship with God. As Peter states in 1 Peter 3:18: “For Christ also suffered 
once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring (reconcile) us to God.” So, 
we are no longer enemies of God; we are friends. We are no longer alienated from God; we 
																																																								
2 Michael O. Emerson and Christian Smith, Divided by Faith, (Oxford: Oxford Press, 2000), 135-136.  
3 “The Central Savannah River Area (CSRA) encompasses an area nearly of 6,500 square miles — the largest 
political region in the state. Located in the east-central Georgia, along the Savannah River, the CSRA includes 13 
counties: Burke, Columbia, Glascock, Hancock, Jefferson, Jenkins, Lincoln, McDuffie, Richmond, Taliaferro, 
Warren, Washington, and Wilkes. The largest city in the CSRA is Augusta – the economic core of the region.” 
“CSRA Regional Plan 2035,“ Georgia Department of Community Affairs, accessed March 13, 2018, 
https://dca.ga.gov/sites/default/files/csra_regional_assessment_and_sip_final_draft_0.pdf. 
4 “Race and Ethnicity in Harrisburg, Augusta-Richmond County Consolidated Government (balance), Georgia,” 
Statistical Atlas, last updated April 22, 2015, accessed March 13, 2018, 
http://statisticalatlas.com/neighborhood/Georgia/Augusta-Richmond-County-consolidated-government-
(balance)/Harrisburg/Race-and-Ethnicity.   
5 William J. Woodruff, “Reconciliation,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1996), 663.  
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have been brought near. We are no longer hostile towards God; we love Him because He has 
changed our hearts and called us into fellowship with Him.  
 
As Christians, this is the good news that we have been called and sent to proclaim, the good 
news of God’s reconciling grace, 2 Corinthians 5:17-20:  

 
“Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; 
behold, the new has come. All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled 
us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God 
was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, 
and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation. Therefore, we are 
ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us. We implore you on 
behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.”    

 
Reconciled to Each Other 
In the work of reconciliation, God restores our relationship with Him and He redeems our 
relationships with one another. In biblical times, Jews and Gentiles were religiously, ethnically, 
and culturally at odds with one another. However, it is in this context that Paul proclaims the 
good news of God’s reconciling grace over the Jew-Gentile church in Ephesus. Ephesians 
2:14-16:  

“For He Himself is our peace, who has made us both one and has broken down 
in his flesh the dividing wall of hostility by abolishing the law of commandments 
expressed in ordinances, that he might create in himself one new man in place 
of the two, so making peace, and might reconcile us both to God in one body 
through the cross, thereby killing the hostility.”  
 

In pride, we naturally erect barriers between ourselves and other people. We are prone to  
view those who are different than us with suspicion or outright contempt. The gospel humbles 
and strips away these false identities. God does not favor one person over another based on 
their ethnicity, skin color, culture, language, education, or economic status. Only the blood of 
Jesus can make us clean before a Holy God. Only the righteousness of Jesus can commend 
us to a Just God. Therefore, Christians from every tribe, tongue, language, and nation are 
humbled by their common need and united by their common hope in Jesus (Revelation 5:9). 
As Paul celebrates in Colossians 3:11: “Here there is not Greek and Jew, circumcised and 
uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free; but Christ is all, and in all.”  
 
This unity that God has purchased for us in Christ is an objective and present reality. Paul 
says in Ephesians 4:4-6: “There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to the 
one hope that belongs to your call—one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of 
all, who is over all and through all and in all.” Despite the varied divisions we see and 
experience among Christians in the body of Jesus, we are one in Jesus. This oneness is an 
objective reality based on the atoning work of Jesus. At the same time, we have a 



	 4	

responsibility to live out this unity… and to be eager to do so. Just one verse prior, Paul 
writes, “…(be) eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Ephesians 4:3).6  
 
What does it mean for our church, and churches like ours that are located in diverse 
communities, to live out this unity? Surely it means that more and more of our churches 
would reflect the diversity of the communities in which we live and minister. This does not 
mean that every church should be multi-ethnic; some churches are located in monoethnic 
communities or are called to particular ministries that would preclude a multiethnic 
congregation.7 Yet, we must acknowledge that the scarcity of multiethnic churches in our 
communities communicates a false narrative about the reconciling power of Jesus’ grace. We 
learn from the New Testament that pursing multiethnic churches is not easy, but the apostles 
never suggest that diversity in a congregation should be abandoned in favor of two 
monoethnic congregations (for example: one church could be Jewish and the other church 
could be Gentile). Rather, the apostles’ solution was always to advocate for a deeper 
understanding and appropriation of the reconciling grace of Jesus among God’s diverse 
people.  
 
RACE AND THE PURSUIT OF UNITY  
As those who read the Bible as the inerrant and infallible Word of God, we must recognize 
that biologically speaking we are all descendants of Adam & Eve.8 Spiritually speaking, 
Christians are all part of a new race under Christ, the new Adam.9 It is often the case that 
well-meaning believers will state that racism shouldn’t be a problem for us to discuss 
because there is only one biological race or that there are only two races (Adam and the new 
Adam). While acknowledging these Biblical realities, we must also recognize that the world 
around us has developed social structures based around skin color and heritage. If we ignore 
the reality of a sinful world and its constructs we may be guilty of ignoring the pain and 
injustice of those who are impacted by racism. 
 
It is common for folks in our present day to talk about “racial reconciliation.” The Bible uses 
the language of ethnicity, which points to differences in culture, language, and customs. The 
idea of race as we now commonly know it is a latter historical development, which 
emphasizes biological traits such as skin color. It is important for us to recognize that 
humanity has appealed to biological and ethnic factors as justification for prejudice, division, 
and oppression. In particular, there is a long history in America of whites using the category of 
race to dehumanize and oppress blacks.  
 
Given the long history of racial strife in our society, it is helpful for us to have some knowledge 
of how popular theories on race have affected our society and us. With this knowledge, we 
hope to offer a biblical alternative. In his book Beyond Racial Gridlock, George Yancey 
																																																								
6 See also 1 Corinthians 1:10; Philippians 1:27; Philippians 2:2-4; Colossians 3:12-14.  
7 For example, a congregation that is specifically designed to minister and reach out to people with whom 
Chinese is their first language will inevitably be monoethnic.   
8	Genesis 1:26-28, 2:4-25	
9	1 Peter 2:9, Romans 5:12-21	
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identifies four secular models for dealing with race. The four models are 1) Colorblindness, 2) 
Anglo-Conformity, 3) Multiculturalism, and 4) White Responsibility.10 The first two models 
stress personal prejudice and personal responsibility, focusing solely on the type of 
discrimination that may occur through individual encounters. The last two models stress 
systemic prejudice and corporate responsibility, focusing on the ways in which societal 
structures limit equality. Yancey identifies the strengths and weaknesses of each model and 
offers a biblical alternative, a model he identifies as the Mutual Responsibility Model.  
 
Colorblindness 
Proponents of Colorblindness believe that the key to overcoming racism in our society is to 
ignore race. Stop talking about our nation’s history of racism; celebrate the gains we have 
made; and treat others irrespective of race. The strength of this view is that it advocates 
equality for all people regardless of race. The weakness of this view is that it ignores racism 
that occurs beyond your individual actions. Ignoring the racism that continues to occur is not 
a solution for reconciling two parties that continue to be separated along racial lines. 
Proponents of colorblindness may also be too quick to dismiss the pain that minorities have 
experienced as a result of racism or its effects. This viewpoint also ignores how history has 
shaped present realities of inequality.11  
 
Anglo-Conformity 
Advocates of Anglo-Conformity argue that economics is the primary contributor to racism. To 
overcome poverty, they suggest that minorities adopt the culture and values of European 
Americans. The key is personal responsibility. Morality and hard work will enable minorities to 
experience the same economic stability and success as many whites. Once economic parity 
is achieved, the problems of racism will dissipate. Positively, this model acknowledges that 
economics has contributed significantly to the racial divide in our country.12 In addition, by 
appealing to a strong moral compass this model seeks to empower minorities to take the lead 
in achieving their own financial success and addressing the various ills their communities 
face. Negatively, supporters of Anglo-Conformity are tempted to idolize Anglo culture and to 
wrongly belittle other cultures by moralizing cultural customs or preferences that in reality are 
neither right or wrong. Furthermore, personal responsibility is a biblical principle, but one 

																																																								
10	George Yancey, Beyond Racial Gridlock, (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2006).	
11 Some systemic racism, like redlining, was legal as late as the 1980s. In the 1960s, sociologist John McKnight 
coined the term "redlining" to describe the discriminatory practice of fencing off areas where banks would refuse 
to issue loans based on community demographics. During the heyday of redlining, the areas most frequently 
discriminated against were black inner city neighborhoods. In Atlanta in the 1980s, a Pulitzer Prize-winning 
series of articles by investigative reporter Bill Dedman [powerreporting.com/color] showed that banks would 
often lend to lower-income whites but not to middle- or upper-income blacks.	 	
12 Emerson and Smith, Divided by Faith, 14. For example, the economic divide between whites and blacks in the 
US is still dramatic. Smith and Emerson point out that the median net worth of whites in the US is $43,800, 
whereas the median net worth of blacks is $3,700. When the assets of housing and vehicles are removed from 
the equation, the median net worth of whites is $7,000, and the median net worth of blacks is $0.This is not to 
say that all whites are wealthy or that all blacks are poor. It is a recognition that the long history of economic 
prejudice against blacks still has significant implications for the economic well-being of blacks today. 
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must be careful not to wrongly cast blame on the disadvantaged by dismissing other valid 
factors that contribute to their social and financial troubles.  
 
Multiculturalism 
Those who support multiculturalism believe that racism is the result of the white majority 
celebrating their culture while disregarding minority cultures. For multiculturalists the solution 
to racism will be realized when the traditions, languages, and lifestyles of minority ethnic 
groups are recognized and valued. Multiculturalism rightly reminds us that it is an act of 
Christian love to take a genuine interest in the background, customs, and experiences of 
others and to honor what is good (1 Corinthians 9:19-23). It is arrogant for majority culture to 
assume that they do not have a unique culture or that their cultural norms are necessarily 
superior to all others. On the other hand, multiculturalists can be guilty of the very offense 
they denounce by wrongly exalting minority cultures over majority culture. In so doing, 
multiculturalists are tempted to turn a blind eye to genuine wrongs or weaknesses in minority 
cultures, and in similar fashion, reject the culture and contributions of Anglo culture. Some 
things are right or wrong regardless of culture.  
 
White Responsibility 
Adherents of white responsibility make a distinction between prejudice and racism. Prejudice 
is personal animosity towards another. Racism goes beyond animosity and results in 
oppression of others. As a result, racism requires power and influence. Therefore, some argue 
that minorities cannot be racist because they lack the power and influence to do so. This 
leads to the conclusion that racism in our society is entirely the responsibility of the white 
majority, who have historically overseen the power structures of our nation. It is argued that 
not every white harbors personal animosity towards minorities but that in general whites use 
their majority status to continue to support racist structures that disadvantage minorities. The 
strength of this model is that it recognizes that the history of racism in our country has 
modern day implications. Sin and its effects not only manifest themselves in individual 
persons but also in systems and institutions. As Christians, we should be open to learn how 
certain structures might disadvantage others in ways we don’t realize, and then speak and act 
for justice (Nehemiah 5:6-11; James 5:1-6; Amos 5:11). The weakness of this model is that it 
alleviates minorities of any responsibility and seeks to place the guilt of racism entirely on 
whites. Whites immediately become defensive, resisting the assumption that to be white is to 
be racist. An honest reading of world history reveals that when one people group is given 
power and opportunity over others that all races have been guilty or prejudice and racism.   
 
Mutual Responsibility 
In contrast to the four secular models on race, Yancey offers an alternative model rooted in 
the Christian doctrine of total depravity. He calls it the mutual responsibility model. The 
mutual responsibility model maintains that sin is the fundamental reason racial divisions exist. 
We are all sinners, and as sinners we have a natural tendency to look out for ourselves, to be 
blind to the experiences, concerns, and perspectives of others. Yancey explains:  
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Our sin nature drives majority group members to look for both overt and subtle 
ways to maintain the advantages of their racial status. Our sin nature motivates 
people of color to use their victim status to gain whatever they can. Our sin 
nature blinds us to the ways in which we protect the interests of our own racial 
group. Our sin nature also influences us to blame others for the problems we 
cause ourselves. …Many majority group members latch on to an individualistic 
definition of racism that relieves them of any responsibility for institutional and 
historic problems. They also focus on the shortcomings of people of color and 
overlook the ways that majority continues to benefit from the racial status quo. 
…Furthermore, the sin nature creates selfishness which makes people of color 
expand their definition of racism to the point that they make inflated economic 
and social claims on the majority. They can then ignore their own responsibility 
and focus only on the responsibility of the majority group.13 
 

These secular models on race tend to be reductionistic: they each focus on only one cause of 
racism. The cause of racism proposed in each model usually validates and protects the 
interests of the group advocating for that model. A biblical understanding of total depravity 
widens our perspective. We understand that sin is not limited to just one group of people. We 
also understand that sin is not more present in one people group than others. Sin’s corruption 
distorts both the hearts of individuals and the institutions of society that they oversee. Sin 
affects both.   
 
Our only hope for addressing both personal and societal sin is the salvation that God offers us 
in His son Jesus. God’s salvation promises full and complete forgiveness for past sins and 
decisive, radical transformation for present sin. As sinners, we are inclined to distrust one 
another when there is racial division. We may ask ourselves, “How can I be assured that you 
will have a genuine desire to understand me, to listen to my perspectives, and to act for my 
good rather than selfishly seek your own interest?”  
 
Christians possess a unique solution. We worship a Savior who valued our interests more 
than His own. By His sacrificial love, He reconciled us to Himself. Secular models tend to 
protect the interests of the groups they represent. A gospel model calls us to Christ-like love, 
to sincerely seek to understand each other and to sacrificially act for the interests of others. 
Authentic and deep reconciliation is truly possible when folks from different racial 
backgrounds apply the admonition of Paul in Philippians 2:5-8. Paul writes,  

“Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though 
he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be 
grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the 
likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself by 
becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.” 

 
The mutual responsibility model does not promise to offer all the solutions we need to 
address the various racial realities of our day, nor does it promise to provide solutions that we 
																																																								
13 Yancey, Beyond Racial Gridlock, 80.  
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will all agree upon. However, if we take our sin nature seriously and point to the ultimate 
Reconciler, the Lord Jesus, it does encourage the mutual humility needed to foster 
understanding, respect, trust, and unity in the Body of Christ, even when we disagree.  
 
A VISION FOR A MULTI-ETHNIC CHURCH  
Our church’s mission is to glorify God by making disciples who enjoy, live, and proclaim the 
gospel. Given our cultural context, if we are serious about fulfilling Jesus’ command to 
proclaim the gospel to all peoples, then we must seek to become a multi-ethnic church. As 
we seek to build a church that reflects the ethnic diversity of our community, the following five 
principles will guide our efforts.  
 
Theological Conviction  
We love the Bible, and our desire is to be a biblically and theologically robust church. We 
have no interest in compromising theological integrity to achieve a multiethnic church. To the 
contrary, it is biblical fidelity and theological conviction that compel us to pursue a multiethnic 
church. We cannot guarantee that we will achieve our goal, but we are persuaded by 
Scripture that we must pursue it. Therefore, we will consistently return to the Scriptures to 
remind ourselves of why we are pursuing a diverse unity in the gospel and to learn how we 
can faithfully and effectively meet that end.  
 
Missionary Mentality  
To achieve a multi-ethnic church we must each have the mind and heart of a missionary. 
Missionaries intentionally move towards those who are different than them. They are eager to 
learn and adapt to other cultures. They create an atmosphere in which peoples from different 
backgrounds or experiences feel welcomed and are able to thrive. In short, they exhibit the 
missionary impulse of Paul in 1 Corinthians 9:19-23: “For though I am free from all, I have 
made myself a servant to all, that I might win more of them. To the Jews I became as a Jew, 
in order to win Jews. To those under the law I became as one under the law (though not being 
myself under the law) that I might win those under the law. To those outside the law I became 
as one outside the law (not being outside the law of God but under the law of Christ) that I 
might win those outside the law. To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak. I 
have become all things to all people, that by all means I might save some. I do it all for the 
sake of the gospel, that I may share with them in its blessings.” Faithful missionaries are 
stubborn when it comes to the truth and flexible when it comes to cultural preferences. We 
will seek to cultivate this missionary instinctive at Crawford Avenue.  
 
Inclusive Worship 
God is glorified when the diverse peoples of the world worship Him in spirit and truth, 
consistent with Scripture and consistent with their unique cultural expressions. God is also 
glorified when a diverse people gather in worship and take joy in setting aside their own 
cultural preferences to join in the cultural preferences of others as they worship God together. 
Therefore, we intend to progressively include new and diverse cultural expressions of worship 
in our services. These new and diverse cultural expressions will correspond to the people that 
God is calling us to reach and the people that God is gathering into our church. As a result, 
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over time, we expect to create a cultural expression of worship that is specific to Crawford 
Avenue Baptist, a cultural expression that reflects the makeup of our church and our 
community. In so doing, we hope to create an environment where people from different 
backgrounds feel welcomed and encouraged to worship God.  
 
Diverse Leadership  
A truly multiethnic church welcomes minorities to attend and empowers minorities to serve 
and to lead. In Acts 6, the Jerusalem church was conflicted. The Hellenistic (Greek-speaking) 
Jews felt that their widows were being neglected and that the widows of the Hebraic Jews 
were receiving preferential treatment. The apostles, along with the congregation, determined 
to appoint deacons to resolve the conflict. It is important to note that the leaders chosen were 
both qualified and diverse. Acts 6:3 states that the men were to be “of good repute, full of the 
Spirit and of wisdom.” They were qualified. We learn in Acts 6:5 that all seven of the men 
chosen possessed Greek names, which seems to indicate that all seven were from the 
minority of Hellenistic Jews. So, the leadership team in Jerusalem was immediately 
diversified. It was a group of qualified and diverse leaders that were then able to resolve the 
cultural tension in the church. As a result, we read in Acts 6:7: “And the word of God 
continued to increase, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem.” Our 
desire is to increase the diversity of our leadership teams by equipping and empowering 
biblically qualified minority leaders. Their presence on our leadership teams will add a unique 
perspective and will highlight the sincerity of our commitment to be a multiethnic church.  
 
Intentionality & Patience 
Achieving our goal to more effectively reach our community by becoming a multiethnic church 
will be a process. We will approach this process with intentionality and with patience. We will 
be intentional to plan and, by faith, to take steps forward to increase the diversity of our 
congregation. We will be patient with ourselves and with one another as we learn, grow, take 
risks, make mistakes, fail, and try again. We will also seek to be patient as we wait on God. 
We will pray for Him to move and work toward that end; we know that apart from Him we can 
nothing. It has been said that most people overestimate what can be accomplished in a year 
and underestimate what can be accomplished in ten years. We are committed to the work of 
reaching our community, so we pray and trust that by faithful persistence we will see God 
move and bless our efforts. We trust that, in time, the peoples of our church will be 
increasingly diverse and unified in the gospel until the day when we all join the “great 
multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and 
languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm 
branches in their hands, …crying out with a loud voice, ‘Salvation belongs to our God who 
sits on the throne, and to the Lamb’” (Revelation 7:9-10)!  
 
 


