by Henry Felder

ECENT WRITINGS ABOUT RACE BY SEVERAL BLACK
Rauthors herald a difference among

blacks that in some ways mirrors the
disputes between Booker T. Washington and
W. E. B. Du Bois in the early part of this
century. In one such book, Race Matters,
Cornel West tackles this dispute. In so doing,
he provides a perspective on race that has
important implications and parallels for race
relations in the Seventh-day Adventist Church.
A major theme of Race Matters is that the
dominant liberal and conservative views on
race have ossified to the point of reinforcing
“intellectual parochialism and political pa-
ralysis.”!

Despite significant differences, heterogene-
ity between liberals and conservatives among
blacks mirrors similar heterogeneity among
whites. Blacks, conservative and liberal, take
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Adventist race relations.

as given the inherent equality between the
races but differ in their approaches to eco-
nomic injustice and social pathologies (crime
and illegitimacy being the most prominent)
regarding the disparities. Among whites, how-
ever, heterogeneity is defined by whether
disparities exist because of an inherent in-
equality between blacks and whites. Failure to
explicitly confront issues of disparate treat-
ment in the matter of race relations has pro-
duced in the church a disquieting rage in some
and a potential undertow of distrust that at its
worst can render impossible a cohesive racial
bonding between its black and white mem-
bers.

This essay is designed to explore matters of
race in the Adventist Church.? It integrates
material from varied sources. First, some as-
pects of the economic status of blacks are
explored. Second, the writings of Ellen G.
White in Testimonies, volumes 7 and 9 will be
used as an example of the polar positions in
the perception of blacks by whites. Third,
quotes from several recent books on race help
define the range of views on appropriate
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responses and actions by blacks and others.
The essay concludes with a set of observations
and synthesis of the article’s implications for
race matters in the church.

The Economic Status of
Blacks in America

Few realities are as well known in the
economic world as the relatively disad-
vantaged status of blacks when compared
with whites in America.3 Two statements sum-
marize that status:

By almost all aggregate statistical measures—
income and living standards; health and life
expectancy; educational, occupational, and resi-
dential opportunities; political and social partici-
pation—the well-being of both blacks and whites
has advanced greatly over the past decades.

By almost all the same indicators, blacks remain
substantially behind whites.4

On average, black men’s earnings are 68
percent those of white men, while black
women’s earnings are 86 percent those of
white women. Blacks (men or women) are
twice as likely to be unemployed as are
whites, more likely to suffer when recession
hits,5 and less likely to have the wealth neces-
sary to sustain long periods of unemployment.
One-third of all blacks have incomes below
the poverty line; in contrast, the same is true
for only one out of nine whites.® The income
disparities that separate blacks and whites,
after narrowing during the 1960s and 1970s,
have stagnated. In some economic measures
(especially the labor force participation of
black men), the disparities have become
greater.

The relative economic status of black
Adventists cannot be independently observed,
however, it is likely that it parallels and is not
greatly differentiated from that of blacks na-
tionwide.” We know that black Adventists
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comprise approximately 30 percent of the
North American Division and return about
$130 million in tithe and offerings, 18 percent
of the $705 million received by the church in
1992.8 From this data, it appears that the
relative economic status of blacks in the
church is similar to that of blacks in the general
population.

While these and other statistics paint a bleak
picture of the economic status of blacks, they
provide an incomplete picture of a complex
situation. The black community is not homo-
geneous, and there is a wide distribution
around the means suggested above. More
than 40 percent of all blacks have middle-class
earnings, careers, and aspirations.? As some
blacks have attained high-status occupations,
incomes, education, and political position, the
gap between them and more disadvantaged
blacks has widened. The diverging experi-
ences of upwardly mobile blacks and those on
the economic fringe make a common resolu-
tion of racial alienation difficult, if not impos-
sible.

Equality and the Dilemma
of the Testimonies

he correlates of the economic disadvan-

tage of blacks are both environmental and
behavioral. The relative importance of each
has been intensely debated. Myrdal, in An
American Dilemma, calls it “nature and nur-
ture,” and suggests that “opinions on this
question signify more than anything else where
each of us stands on the scale between ex-
treme conservatism and radicalism.”10 He
makes clear that the opinions that matter are
those of whites:

Although the Negro problem is a moral issue both
to Negroes and to whites in America, we shall in
this book have to give primary lemphasis in
original] attention to what goes on in the minds of
white Americans.11
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He further states,

. . . [In regard to] the Negro problem, it became
increasingly evident that little, if anything, could
be scientifically explained in terms of the pecu-
liarities of the Negroes themselves.12

Myrdal’s position, and that of most white
researchers, was that black attitudes, percep-
tions, and beliefs needed not be consulted.13

It should be made clear that the liberal
versus conservative polarity exists along per-
pendicular lines that separately define for
whites how they feel about and respond to
blacks. For blacks, the polarity is not about
their feelings toward whites; rather, it is the
matter of the appropriate response to their
environment and status. The polar extremes of
the views of whites towards blacks are cap-
tured by the apparently conflicting views of
Ellen G. White in several critical passages in
the Testimonies.

In matters of race and the church, much of
the debate is framed in terms of Mrs. White’s
seemingly contradictory statements in volumes
7 and 9 of the Testimonies. 14 In these disparate
statements, Mrs. White first endorses, then
rejects greater cooperation between white
workers and blacks in the South. In volume 7,
Mrs. White holds out the idea of racial equality,
and maintains that the environment was the
basis for the status of the blacks of that time:

Christ came to this earth with a message of mercy
and forgiveness. He laid the foundation for a
religion by which Jew and Gentile, black and
white, free and bond, are linked together in one
common brotherhood, recognized as equal in the
sight of God. . . . In each one He sees capacity for
improvement. . . . Painstaking effort is to be put
forth to develop their capabilities. . . . Through the
grace of God the race that the enemy has for
generations oppressed may rise to the dignity of
God-given manhood and womanhood.!5

Volume 9 abandoned the idea of equality as
Mrs. White stated the following: “The colored
people should not urge that they be placed on
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an equality with white people.”’6 To some
degree, many in the church have labored
under the burden of that statement ever since,
even though Ron Graybill, among others, has
attempted to reconcile the two statements.’
The dilemma, of course, is whether statements
so diametrically opposed can be both timeless
and divinely inspired. The fundamental issue
for white Adventists is whether they believe in
the inherent, God-endowed equality between
the races. It means placing the testimony of
volume 9 in a strategic framework, not as a
statement of ultimate reality.

Heterogeneity Among Black
Voices on Race

eterogeneity in matters of race exists
Hamong writings of contemporary black
journalists, economists, sociologists, and other
academics. The core issues have to do with
racism, affirmative action, socially destructive
behavior, and the direction that would best
achieve the removal of economic, political,
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and social disparities. The heterogeneity has
polarized around easy labels of “liberal” and
“conservative,” with all the baggage that each
implies for different groups. This heterogene-
ity of views affects public policy at large and
has implications for race relations within the
Adventist Church.

Thomas Sowell's The Economics and Poli-
tics of Race'8 challenged the conventional
wisdom regarding the role of race and racism
on the economic condition of black Ameri-
cans. “Blacks,” he asserted, “remain below the
national average economically. But despite
historically unique forms and degrees of dis-
crimination and oppression, blacks are not
today economically unique.”l® He suggests
that group differences between black Ameri-
cans and others result from complex cultural
and other factors:

Precisely because race and ethnicity have often
involved powerful emotions and sometimes dra-
matic and violent actions, there is a tendency to
regard all inter-racial and inter-ethnic differences
as due to race or racism.20

In speaking of differences between blacks
and whites he further argues:

All that is unique about our times is the extent to
which we ignore earlier times and regard our
racial or ethnic differences as unprecedented. In
reality, today’s intergroup differences are not only
smaller than in the past, but are continuing to
narrow.21

Sowell’'s was one of the first scholarly
presentations of the dynamics of the relative
status of blacks, as compared to other ethnic
groups in America. His is a behavioristic-
historic thesis, in which behavior dominates
and historical trends are shared by many
different groups. Sowell remains the most
prominent of black theorists who espouse
what has come to be called the “black conser-
vative” movement. Like so many other labels,
this one is not precise, but serves to anchor
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one end of the polarity.

Other voices have joined the behaviorist
view, including Stephen L. Carter, a Yale law
professor,22 and Shelby Steele, an English
professor at San Jose State University.23 Both
argue that it is time for black Americans to
move on with the agenda of making it “with-
out assistance”?4 from affirmative action or
other types of outside support. Steele struggles
with issues of affirmative action, calling them
“problematic.”25

hese views are strongly contrasted with

those of Derrick Bell,26 who suggests that
blacks have a unique perspective because of
their history of slavery.

The fact of slavery refuses to fade, along with the
deeply embedded personal attitudes and public
policy assumptions that supported it for so long.
Indeed, the racism that made slavery feasible is far
from dead in the last decade of twentieth-century
America; and the civil rights gains, so hard won, are
being steadily eroded. Despite undeniable progress
for many, no African Americans are insulated from
incidents of racial discrimination.2’

The idea that black Americans are indeed
unique in the way they are perceived relative
to other groups is also sounded by Ellis
Cose,28who suggests that “. . . evenin the most
enlightened of places, black people regularly
encounter attitudes that make even the most
thick-skinned cringe.”?® Andrew Hacker30
states in penetrating terms the issue of race in
America:

That Americans of African origin once wore the
chains of chattels remains alive in the memory of
both races and continues to separate them. . . . (Iln
most significant respects, the separation is perva-
sive and penetrating. As a social and human
division, it surpasses all others—even gender—in
intensity and subordination 3!

The conservative view of Sowell, Carter,
and Steele stand in sharp contrast with the
liberal perspective of Bell, Cose, and Hacker.
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The conservatives focus on individual behav-
ior—the core concept that America today is
more than ever the opportunity society, with-
out much regard to race and history; that
individual decisions matter decisively. The
liberals stress the structure of an American
society that is racist; a society ultimately not
comfortable with unequivocal equality and
access; a society still defining opportunity
according to race and thereby relegating a
significant subset of its population to an infe-
rior role.

A reconciliation of these disparate views is
provided by West, who suggests a new pro-
phetic vision of race in
America. He rejects
both the conclusions
and approaches fos-
tered by the conserva-
tive behaviorist and
liberal structuralist. He
advances four prob-
lems with the liberal,
structuralist mindset:
(1) the notion of more
government programs
is simplistic, as it fo-
cuses only on the eco-
nomic dimension;32 (2)
itignores the behavior-
istic and often destruc-
tive conduct of the op-
pressed;33 (3) it fails to
talk about values;34 and (4) it over-relies on
affirmative action as a solution to poverty and
a sufficient means to equality.3>

However, West reserves his harshest judg-
ments for the conservative, behaviorist ap-
proach, for it: (1) ignores the immoral circum-
stances that haunt poor, black urban dwellers;
(2) insists that good behavior on the part of
black Americans will gain for them acceptance
by the larger white society, especially their
peers. Therefore, black liberalism is inad-
equate; black conservatism is unacceptable.36
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Integration within the
church exists almost exclu-
sively in one direction. Of
the approximately 260,000
black Adventists, as many as
60,000 hold memberships
in predominately wbhite
churches. Among the more
than 500,000 white Ad-
ventists, few bave member-
ships in black churches.
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In his discussion of some of the pitfalls of
reasoning among blacks, West suggests that
there should be a new prophetic framework—
one based on moral reasoning, coalition strat-
egy, and cultural democracy. Instead of ap-
pealing to black authenticity, black Americans
should express mature self-love “and self-
respect on the moral quality of black re-
sponses to undeniable racist degradation in
the American past and present.”37

West implies that the black urban poor
identify with the liberal approach, in part
because they are more in need, more likely to
have lives filled with meaninglessness, hope-
lessness, and loveless-
ness. Black conserva-
tives, who are gener-
ally more affluent,
appeal to individual be-
havior, since they view
their own good choices
as the primary reason
for their successes.
West takes the high
ground, beyond liber-
als and conservatives,
by raising the stakes to
one of existence. He
contends that the most
basic issue now facing
black America is noth-
ing less than “the nibil-
istic threat to its very
existence’ [emphasis in originall.38 He declares
that for America to survive, it must move
beyond its racial hierarchy and racial spoils
system to a moral sense of community.

Implications for the
Adventist Church

he Adventist Church today also has many
of the polarities listed above—among
whites regarding their views of blacks and
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among blacks regarding how to achieve full
equality and acceptance. At the same time,
certain behaviors and responses clearly reveal
the existence of a racial spoils system that is
not based on love and the specifics of the
gospel mission. Integration within the church
exists almost exclusively in one direction—
blacks integrating predominately white
churches and institutions. Of the approxi-
mately 260,000 black Adventists, as many as
60,000 hold memberships in predominately
white churches. Among the more than 500,000
white Adventists, few have memberships in
black churches. Indeed, in many instances
when black membership exceeds a critical
mass (called a “tipping point”), white flight
occurs.3? In the Pacific Union, white flight has
led to schools and churches being turned over
completely to the black constituency, rather
than continuing as integrated entities. In the
rest of the country, white flight has led to
churches becoming black, but remaining within
the host conference.

ndeed, except for the highest administrative

levels (union conference and General Con-
ference levels), white Adventists have shown
an almost unbending, inflexible, and uncom-
promising refusal to be under the leadership
of black Adventists. In this regard, the counsel
of volume 9 of the Testimonies is followed
consistently. By their actions, a significant
number of white Adventists have demon-
strated that they do not feel that blacks should
lead out in “their” work. The absence of
meaningful leadership participation by blacks
in many of the educational, medical, publish-
ing, and ancillary activities of the church speak
to this reluctance. Left unresolved, of course,
is how to define meaningful.

The polarities among blacks have more to
do with how to achieve racial amity within an
integrated church structure or whether it is
even desired. The existence of a racial hierar-
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chyleaves black Adventists with few choices—
they cannot and will not abdicate cultural and
leadership bases as long as full sharing and
equality are not present. For some blacks,
separate structures are an acceptance of an
inevitable status quo and not a matter of major
concern. What does matter are the 25 percent
or so of blacks who attend predominately
white churches and the extent that they dis-
rupt the idea of racial solidarity.

Blacks who attend such churches are often
not viewed as “authentic” blacks. They are
criticized for taking their tithe, offerings, and
talents to a group that has these in abundance
and is less interested in them specifically.
Racial solidarity often manifests itself in the
“dismissing” of pastors or members who are
not part of the accepted places to pastor or be
members. For some pastors, to work in a
predominately white conference means isola-
tion and the likelihood of not being able to
return to the black fold. While the reasons for
black participation in predominately white
churches are many—Ilocation, convenience,
style—they also include factors not often
discussed, such as lack of friendliness and self-
loathing.

The racial hierarchy that dominates the church
exacts a high price in redundancy, inefficiency,
and the image that is presented to the world.
While a demonstration of love and full equality
in all aspects of church life offers an effective
demonstration of the gospel, few believe that it
will ever be achieved. A few voices in the
Adventist Church, like West'’s, are calling for a
new prophetic vision of race. We must move
beyond the tipping point, white flight, the
absence of sharing—both administratively and
personally—and the self-defeating definition
of who is truly black and who is not. The
message of Jesus Christ calls us to harmony, not
hegemony; dialogue, not diatribe; reconcilia-
tion, not retribution; community, not conflict. A
remnant church can do no less.
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