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Introduction
One of the most prominent and pervasive evils in our national heritage and cultural reality is racism. The task of combating racism in all its forms is not a new one for Christian church bodies, but it should be a continuing priority as each era produces or harbors its own manifestations of this persistent and resistant sin. This statement of the Kentucky Council of Churches lifts up the urgency of our unfinished task: to raise awareness of racism in ourselves and our society and to transform it by the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Racism is deeply embedded in the history of the United States of America. The genocide of Native Americans, the enslavement of Africans, the mass internment of Japanese Americans during World War II and discrimination against Asian, Hispanic and other immigrants are some of the most prominent examples of a shameful thread of oppression in this country’s heritage.

What Is Racism?

As members of the Kentucky Council of Churches (KCC), speaking from our own experiences of racial oppression and drawing from studies and statements from our member ecclesial bodies [see Addendum 3], we seek to help the church better understand what racism is. A good starting point is clarifying the difference between prejudice and structural/institutional/systemic racism, a common and costly point of misunderstanding concerning two distinct phenomena. Throughout this statement the words “White,” “Black” and “race” are put in quotation marks. It is appropriate to do so because of the extent to which these are social and cultural constructs rather than biological realities.

Prejudice, as discussed in this document, is understood to be judgments made in the absence of due examination and consideration of facts. These judgments are held even when contradicted by evidence. In the absence of a factual basis, prejudices are driven primarily by emotional responses such as fear. When prejudice is based on “racial” considerations, it is “race” prejudice. Such prejudice often expresses itself in overtly bigoted attitudes and actions. However, “race” prejudice in itself is not the same as structural, institutional or systemic racism. When “race” prejudice – whether conscious or unconscious, active or passive – is combined with power, it becomes structural, institutional or systemic racism.

Racism is ultimately about power. Power – the capacity to achieve a desired outcome – is morally neutral, but the abuse of power by a dominant group, intentional or not, that functions to establish and preserve that group’s economic, social, political or ecclesiastical privileges and to deprive a subordinate group of opportunity transforms “race” prejudice into structural, institutional and systemic racism. Examples of structural, institutional and systemic racism include disparities in prison populations and criminal sentencing, especially drug sentencing; educational tracking; sorting in neighborhoods; inequalities in medical research, access and treatment; and unequal opportunities in employment and promotion. It maintains cultural norms, institutions and organized structures that embody group biases.

Racism includes biased assumptions about the genetic or cultural inferiority of certain racial-ethnic groups. It is embodied in practices that exclude persons or deprive them of their full humanity because of their racial-ethnic identity. Racism so permeates our customs and institutions that no member of a dominant group can fully avoid benefiting from it, and no member of a subordinate group can fully avoid the effects of oppression. Racism has personal, interpersonal, public, structural, institutional and systemic manifestations. Racism affects everyone.

The Church and Racism

Although Christian churches have played a sad and sinful part in the American story of racism, there is also a long history of resistance to oppression by People of Color that is deeply rooted in Christian churches. Many abolitionist leaders were Christians, and it was largely resistance fostered in the “Black” church during the Civil Rights Movement that pushed the issue of racism onto the agendas of mainline churches. (For a chronological overview of our Commonwealth’s particular background, please see Addendum 1: Kentucky-Specific Historical Context.)

The pronouncements of many churches on the issue of “race” have sometimes been stronger than their actual social actions. While the social policies and proclamations of various denominations have continued to emphasize inclusiveness and justice, these often do not translate into the hearts and minds and actions of their members. Even without conscious prejudice, we can allow practices, policies and systems that perpetuate injustice, discrimination and oppression to continue to flourish. Many Christians today are passive in the face of the adoption of regressive social policies. Maintaining the status quo will not take us where we need to go. We cannot be passively anti-racist; doing nothing allows systemic racism to continue to be perpetrated.
We must unlearn racist values and undo existing racist structures. This challenge is a long-term struggle that is achievable through commitment, analysis, prayer and persistence. With a clearer understanding of the depth and complexity of racism, the church can be empowered to lead this nation beyond the legal process of dismantling racism to the interpersonal process of rooting it out of our personal lives and our communities. In the process of engagement, the church itself will be transformed as it becomes an effective model and catalyst for change by living out a vision of a church that is truly one in Christ. 

Biblical Foundations to Guide Our Actions and Responses
We have an opportunity – and a responsibility – to end the oppression that is the result of systemic and institutionalized racism. This responsibility has a biblical mandate. Jesus made it clear that his entire life and ministry embodied and required freedom for the oppressed. Indeed, all of Scripture is replete with glimpses of how we should interact with our fellow children of God. The Bible teaches us that humankind was created in the Image of God. Based on centuries of Judaic and Christian teachings that have examined various substantive, relational, functional and other dimensions of this amazing declaration, we believe all humankind is made in the Image of God, regardless of the amount of melanin we possess (Genesis 1:26-27). Racism denies the image of God that is given each person in creation and makes an idol out of human physical appearance

Hebrew Scriptures, both “the law and the prophets,” are filled with calls for equity. For example, the prophecy of Isaiah gives a clear mandate to practice justice and equality:

Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free and to break every yoke? Is it not to share your bread with the hungry and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover them and not to hide yourself from your own kin? (Isaiah 58:6-7)

The New Testament embraces these prophetic teachings about commitment to love and justice. The divine reinforcement of moral law undergirding right relationships is proclaimed and witnessed through the person, work and gospel of Jesus Christ. Jesus stands firmly in the tradition of the prophets Amos, Isaiah and Hosea when he chastises those who neglect the weightier matters of justice and mercy and when he asserts that nations will be judged by the way they treat those who are marginalized. At the synagogue in Nazareth, Jesus chose to read this particular passage from the Isaiah scroll:

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. (Luke 4:18-21/Isaiah 61:1)

In his discussions about the Kingdom of God and in his injunctions in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus unequivocally proclaims that God’s will for the human community is to live as a family of mutually supportive, caring siblings (Matthew 5:1-12). Jesus summed up the obligations of a covenant people by telling us to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.” He made clear who our neighbor really is in the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37).

Racism also denies that we are One Body in Christ. As Paul wrote to the Galatians: 

“There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:25-28). 

Revelation 7:9-12 gives us a wonderful glimpse of the time when all God’s people of all “races” and all ethnicities gather around God’s throne to offer God their praise and worship: 

After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb. They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their hands.

Making this vision a reality is what we work, pray and hope for. In sum, the biblical witness is that God created human beings as a diverse family to live together and to love one another as God loves us. We violate God’s intention for the human family by creating false categories of value and identity based on particular characteristics such as culture, place of origin and skin color and using these categories to create a “race”-based system that benefits some while oppressing others.

Acting on Our Convictions
The Kentucky Council of Churches (KCC) affirms that racism violates God’s purpose for humanity and is contrary to the gospel of Jesus Christ. The KCC recognizes that racism is sin. Racism is fundamentally a spiritual problem because it denies our true identity as children of God. The KCC is committed to confronting the ideology of “White” supremacy and the reality of “White” privilege -- the often undetected way in which “White” people enjoy advantages simply by virtue of the color of their skin.

The purpose of this policy statement is not to single out chief offenders in the racism of our society, but to acknowledge and address a continuing evil that involves us all. The KCC confesses its own complicity in the creation and maintenance of racist structures, institutions and systems in the larger society and in our churches themselves. While we rejoice in the witness of resistance to racism provided by past and current Council leaders and individuals and echoed by congregations and governing bodies we also recognize and lament that the Council has not spoken boldly enough nor acted courageously or creatively enough in response to racism. In Jesus Christ, God frees us to love and teaches us how to live as a family through the empowering presence of the Holy Spirit. We are led by the Spirit to participate in transforming personal lives, dismantling institutional racism, healing racial prejudice and hatred and building “The Beloved Community” for all of God’s children. The KCC is committed to helping all people overcome individual racism and individual complicity in structural, institutional or systemic racism, believing it is truly possible to “be transformed by the renewing of your mind” (Romans 12:2).

Unless significant initiatives are taken to counter current conditions and trends, racism will continue to corrupt our national and ecclesiastical aspirations for a society that truly incarnates “liberty and justice for all.” We therefore appeal to the people of our churches and our nation to make a renewed commitment to combat the sins of personal racism; structural, institutional and systemic racism; “White” privilege; and other intertwined manifestations and forms of racism. The moral integrity and credibility of both our nation and our churches are at stake in this struggle. For the members of the KCC particularly, our quest for visible unity is irrelevant – in fact, fraudulent – unless that unity embodies racial solidarity and produces a vital public witness for racial equality and fairness. The members of the KCC seek to embrace this commitment together.

Therefore, be it resolved that:
The Kentucky Council of Churches covenants to embrace racial and cultural diversity as God-given assets of the human family. The KCC covenants to become an anti-racist community, resisting oppression and working to overcome racism within its own structure, policies and staff; within the entire Christian family of faith; within the lives of our member judicatories and communions; and within the life of society by blending social analysis, self-education and education of others, institutional solutions and reconstruction and individual healing with discernment, prayer, restoration, acts of reconciliation and worship-based action. 

Putting Our Resolve into Action

We urge our members to commit their witness and resources to pursue freedom and justice in church and society by:
· recognizing and affirming the uniqueness of each person;

· providing educational opportunities that promote anti-racism and reconciliation within the KCC and among its member judicatories and communions;

· publishing information and statistics that inform churches about racism in the church and society;

· supporting legislation designed to combat racism;

· ending racial discrimination in employment, housing, education and medical care;
· ending judicial and legal disproportionality; and
· speaking out against and seeking to alleviate causes of racial hostility and abuse;

· confronting racism in the media through educational and other means;

· setting an example of reconciliation within and among social and ethnic communities;

· creating dialogue between conflicting parties in our communities relative to “race” relations;

· developing collaborative projects that foster networking among diverse racial, ethnic, cultural and religious populations;

· taking specific actions such as those listed in Addendum 2: Specific Suggestions for Judicatories, Congregations, and Individuals in Kentucky.
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