
“In this volume, significant voices within the Southern Baptist Convention 
candidly!engage!the denomination’s turbulent past surrounding race and 
gender roles.! The essays are at once historical, biblical, personal, and 
practical. These are not easy or comfortable discussions, but the authors 
write with an irenic spirit that should encourage ongoing dialogue and 
constructive change.” 

—M. Daniel Carroll R., Blanchard Professor 
of Old Testament, Wheaton College

“Oh, how our generation needs the mind and voice of Walter Strickland 
and Dayton Hartman! They have come to the rescue again. I have long 
wrestled with what I sense is a kind of theological imperialism imposed 
upon people of color in these yet to be United States. It’s a fragile matter 
handled with care and depth in these pages. We say that we believe that all 
mankind is made in the image and likeness of God. This text gives us a way 
to align our explicit theology with our implicit action. Read it and weep.”

—Charlie Dates, senior pastor, Progressive Baptist Church

“The American church has not always loved people!well, and as follow-
ers of Jesus, we have an opportunity to change this not only within our 
churches but within ourselves as well. To become people who seek true 
kingdom!diversity by living our lives in a way that values all people. As 
someone who not only wants to love everyone well, and as someone who 
wants to teach others to love him well, I found this book to be a wealth 
of information and encouragement. There were parts of which I found 
myself!reading over and over again, sometimes!in disgust and sometimes 
in awe. Pick this book up only if you are willing to acknowledge where we 
have gone wrong and willing to forge a new path full of love, grace, and 
truth for all people made in the image of God.” 

—Jamie Ivey, podcast host of The Happy Hour with Jamie Ivey

“I commend the contributors to this timely and challenging volume for 
tackling some of the most confounding issues facing the church today. 
Regardless of your perspective on those issues, you will profit from read-
ing this book.” 

—Thomas S. Kidd, distinguished professor of history and James 
Vardaman Endowed Professor of History, Baylor University



“Human cultures and ethnicities reflect the abundance and creativity of 
God’s nature. Yet, at the same time, they create barriers that we some-
times struggle to overcome. For God So Loved the World addresses the 
challenges and gifts of human difference and diversity, along with the 
unity that comes—or should come—for all who are in Christ. I don’t 
think I’ve ever read a book that so holistically, comprehensively, and con-
vincingly addresses the beauty and richness of God’s kingdom, both now 
and to come.”

—Karen Swallow Prior, research professor of English and 
Christianity & Culture, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary 

“For God So Loved the World is a much-needed entry in literature on 
diversity within the church. It needs to be read by anyone who wants to 
be part of making our Christian communities more diverse. The all-star 
lineup of writers provides important information and challenges us to do 
what we can to enhance diversity within the body of Christ. The book is 
theologically sound and will resonate with those who take seriously the 
Word of God. Read this book and then give it to a friend. Think about 
these issues. That is how we are going to find solutions that move us away 
from Sunday morning being the most segregated time of the week.”

—George Yancey, professor of the social sciences, Baylor University

“For God So Loved the World: A Blueprint for Kingdom Diversity is so 
thoughtful and so affective I could not put this tour de force down until 
every word was consumed. Rooted in Scripture, these inerrantists also 
listen carefully to the cultures they engage for the Great Commission. 
Today’s most important theological locus—anthropology—is treated in 
its biblical, historical, and practical dimensions. The voices of African, 
Anglo, Asians, and Hispanic Americans, both women and men, advance 
human dignity better than anyone has yet done. Strickland and Hartman, 
Akin and Ashford, and Bowen and Whitfield, along with many others, 
paint a vision that I pray all Baptists and Evangelicals will now embrace 
and never relinquish.”

—Malcolm B. Yarnell III, research professor of systematic 
theology, Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, 

and teaching pastor, Lakeside Baptist Church



A BLUEPRINT FOR KINGDOM DIVERSITY

FOR GOD 

SO LOVED 

THE WORLD

Editors :  



For God So Loved the World
Copyright © 2020 by Walter R. Strickland II and Dayton Hartman

Published by B&H Academic
Nashville, Tennessee

All rights reserved.

ISBN: 978-1-4627-7830-0

Dewey Decimal Classification: 305.8
Subject Heading: ETHNIC RELATIONS / 

RACISM / MULTICULTURALISM

Unless otherwise noted, Scripture quotations are taken from the 
Christian Standard Bible®, Copyright © 2017 by Holman Bible 

Publishers. Used by permission. Christian Standard Bible® and CSB® 
are federally registered trademarks of Holman Bible Publishers.

Scripture quotations marked KJV are taken 
from the King James Version.

Scripture quotations marked RSV are taken from the Revised 
Standard Version of the Bible. Copyright © 1946, 1952, 1971 by 

Division of Christian Education of the National Council of Churches 
of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. 

The web addresses referenced in this book were live and correct at 
the time of the book’s publication but may be subject to change.

Cover design by Darren Welch. Photo © Bigone/shutterstock.

Printed in the United States of America

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 VP 25 24 23 22 21 20



vi i

CONTENTS

Foreword, J. D. Greear ix
Acknowledgments xiii
General Introduction, Walter R. Strickland II xv

Part 1: Historical Context
Introduction, Stephen Brett Eccher 3
 1. The Shaping of the Western Christian Mind, Dayton Hartman 9
 2. The Segregated States of America, Steven M. Harris 23
 3.  The 1995 Resolution on Race; the Defunding of the American  

Baptist College; Nashville, Tennessee; and the End of  
Southern Baptist Paternalism, Keith Harper 45

Part 2: Public Theology
Introduction, Josh Wester 63
 4. Bearing Witness to a Whole-Life, Pro-Life Ethic,  

Bruce Riley Ashford 67
 5.  Welcoming the Sojourner Leads to Church and  

Community Renewal, Alan Cross 81
 6. Apologetics in Twenty-First Century Evangelicalism,  

D. A. Horton 95



C O N T E N T Svi i i

Part 3: A Practical Theology
Introduction, Jarvis J. Williams 127
 7. Shepherding toward Racial Reconciliation, Chris Williamson 131
 8. Teaching Scripture with a Kingdom Hermeneutic,  

Walter R. Strickland II 145
 9. Men and Women in the Body of Christ, Amber Bowen 163
10. Men and Women as Partners in the Gospel, Tony Merida 181
11.  Tales from the Trenches, Daniel Im, Amy Whitfield,  

R. Marshall Blalock, and Dwight McKissic 195
Conclusion: In Pursuit of the Vision of the Lamb, Daniel L. Akin 205

Appendix: A Statement on Complementarianism,  
Matthew Y. Emerson 209

Bibliography 217
Editors and Contributors 219
Name and Subject Index 221
Scripture Index 229



ix

FOREWORD

J. D. Greear

“Kairos” is one of those Greek words that my pastor used all the time 
in the church I grew up in. He explained that it was a special word for 
time, implying a specially appointed moment in history. A time when 
God was up to something. A moment when God rewrites the narrative. 
I wasn’t sure exactly what it all entailed, but I knew I really wanted to 
be part of one. 

I believe the American church is in a kairos moment regarding race 
and gender, a moment God has appointed for the church to rise up and 
demonstrate a unity in Christ for which the world yearns.

Our society is not short on its declarations of intent for unity 
and harmony. We hear words like postracial, color-blind, color-brave, 
empowering, and woke. We memorialize the words of Dr. King, who 
longed for a day when our children would “not be judged by the color of 
their skin but by the content of their character.”1 We remind ourselves 
that our very nation was founded on the idea that all men—and, we 
should add, all women—are created equal.

1 Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., “I Have A Dream”, August 28, 1963.
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But then we discover a cache of emails from a university president 
that reveal clear racial discrimination in hiring practices. We see evi-
dence of bias in the entertainment industry. Or the media. Or some-
thing like Charlottesville happens. 

Or we hear story after story of leaders abusing their power to assault 
women—and then further traumatizing victims by covering it up. We 
listen, with heartache and incredulity, as the #MeToo and #ChurchToo 
movements highlight the persistent ways that some males still use their 
power to prey on the vulnerable and protect their positions of power. 
And not only “out there,” in Hollywood or on Wall Street. But in our 
very pews. And, God help us, in our very pulpits.

At moments like these, we realize that our declarations of racial 
reconciliation and gender equality are but thin veneers papered on a 
society still very much divided and broken.

It is in this broken moment that we realize we have entered a kairos 
moment. 

What our society is unable to produce through declarations of 
intent, the gospel produces through the new humanity. 

The gospel teaches us that all people are created equal because they 
are each alike made in the image of God. All people suffer from a com-
mon problem, sin, and look toward a common hope, Jesus. 

That gospel creates a new humanity, a redeemed people made in 
Christ’s image.

In the gospel alone, we find the resources to achieve multiethnic 
harmony. 

In the gospel alone, we find the power to experience gender comple-
mentarianism the way God meant it to be—as an act of service, focused 
on loving, serving and protecting the other and not ourselves.

The book of Romans, Paul’s longest treatment of the gospel, was 
written to a church experiencing ethnic division between Jew and 
Gentile, showing that through the cross God created a brand-new 
humanity. The book of Galatians (in many ways a miniature version of 
Romans) reminds us that men and women are, alike, equal and indis-
pensable partners in the gospel. Their complementary roles exist to 
bless and serve, not domineer or abuse.
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Unity in Christ outweighs any divisions we experience—racial, gen-
der, economic, class, and everything else.

Whenever we experience ethnic strife and sexism in our churches, 
it’s not that our inherent differences are too big for God to overcome. 
It’s that our sense of the gospel is too small.

God, you see, created a diversity of ethnicities to display his glory 
like a multisplendored diamond. He made men and women as comple-
mentary and necessary partners in his mission. The two are not exactly 
the same—if so, one would be unnecessary. The image of God is more 
fully revealed in both genders than it is in one gender alone. 

We should see that glory and experience that partnership, first and 
foremost, in the church. 

Around the great throne of Christ in Revelation, we will worship 
the risen Son with people from every tribe, tongue, and nation. With 
men and women, rich and poor. The church, God’s “Plan A” for rescu-
ing the world, must stand as a place of refuge for people of every color, 
of every background, of every segment of society. 

At our church, we say we want to reflect the diversity of our com-
munity and proclaim the diversity of the kingdom.

We want to see men and women become everything God has 
 created, and redeemed, them to be.

The makeup of our attendance on the weekend should unequivo-
cally declare: 

We are one race—the human race.
United under one Savior—Jesus Christ.
With one problem—sin.
United with one hope.
Resurrection.
We look forward to one glorious consummation: when we reign 

eternally with Christ on high as brothers and sisters.
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General Introduction

Walter R. Strickland II

There are two ways to ruin pleasant conversation in America: intro-
duce the topic of race or religion. This volume does both. The legacy 
of race in America causes some to recoil viscerally for fear of being 
accused of complicity; it causes others to engage with intense passion 
because the conversation is long overdue. These innate responses dis-
close the vexing nature of this topic. Christians must skillfully navi-
gate these emotions and the realities that cause them to God’s glory. 
In the spirit of ministering to and catalyzing God’s people for his mis-
sion, this volume also raises the question, “what can women do?” This 
question stands in contrast to the common complementarian disposi-
tion that is prone to focus on what women cannot do in the church 
and beyond.1

Churches, Christian schools, and parachurch ministries ought 
to be driven by Scripture, in contrast to the broader culture in which 
actions are too often motivated by social or political pressure. The reac-
tive nature of the contemporary race and gender discussions foster an 
inherently negative and punitive tone. The goal of this book is to be 

1 See the appendix for a statement on gender roles. 
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descriptive and constructive. To that end, this introduction is devoted 
to establishing biblical and theological foundations for pursuing Christ-
centered unity and diversity. 

The theological premise of this volume is most effectively com-
municated in the form of motivating factors to pursue reconciliation. 
Proper motivation will empower your journey through these pages 
and the application of its content in your ministry. These motivators 
include biblical warrant, personal sanctification, and the church’s cor-
porate witness. 

Biblical Warrant
According to the apostle Paul in Ephesians 2, the gospel unifies a diverse 
people in Christ. Paul’s words examine new life in Christ by exploring 
two implications of the gospel.2 First, Paul addresses the redemption 
of individual people to God (vv. 1–10); then he examines the gospel’s 
unifying implications in the redeemed community (vv. 11–22). Paul’s 
argument culminates with a unified, yet diverse, community despite 
humanity’s initial plight of being “dead in your trespasses and sins” (v. 
1). Fortunately, God, who is gracious and merciful, made a way for sal-
vation through faith in the resurrected Christ that united humanity to 
God and one another (vv. 8, 16). 

After describing the means of humanity’s restoration to God, Paul 
transitions to the gospel’s ability to mend broken relationships between 
brothers and sisters. Christ-centered unity addresses every stumbling 
block that divides the people of God. In Ephesus, a significant source of 
discord was the Jew and Gentile divide. Paul describes how Christ’s res-
urrection overcame that division (vv. 14–17). Paul’s logic in Ephesians 
2 is instructive today as God’s people strive to value male and female 
image bearers from all cultures within the family of God.

2 The gospel is simply defined as God redeeming all things to himself 
through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
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Personal Sanctification
Christians are not all-knowing, and the quest to be like God, “know-
ing good and evil” (Gen 3:5) began in the creation account. This ill-
advised quest fractured humanity’s ability to know ourselves, others, 
and God rightly. In 1 Cor 13:12, Paul describes the human condition by 
declaring that people “see only a reflection as in a mirror.” These limi-
tations emerge from human particularity as each person is influenced 
by certain geographic regions, economic realities, upbringing, and cul-
tural background. Each of these characteristics dims our lenses to some 
earthy realities and makes us keenly aware of others. 

Limitation is essential to what it means to be human. In the incar-
nation, Christ set aside some of his divine prerogatives (like omnipres-
ence) to take on flesh. The incarnation demonstrates that limitation is 
not sinful but integral to the meaning of humanity. But in practice, many 
people deny their limitations and subconsciously insist that they have 
the ability to transcend their humanity. Because humanity is imperfect, 
any effort to insist that a particular person or cultural perspective is 
purely objective denies Scripture’s teaching about fallen humanity and 
asserts humanity into the role of God. The human condition generates 
blind spots that cannot be denied. As a result, the question is not, do I 
have blind spots?, but rather, what are my blind spots? 

In an effort to overcome our blind spots, Prov 27:17 says that “iron 
sharpens iron, as one person sharpens another.” Scripture also notes 
that iron sharpens iron most effectively across the lines of difference. 
This dynamic is evident in 2 Tim 2:2 (older and younger men) and in 
Titus 2 (older and younger women) as they benefit from the age gap. 
In the contemporary American church, learning from older genera-
tions is held in relatively high regard compared to gleaning from those 
of a different culture or across gender lines (mainly brothers learning 
from their sisters). Unfortunately, believers rarely reap the benefits 
of this mutual sharpening because of the unconscious yet prideful 
assumption that those from different cultures and women have noth-
ing insightful to offer. 
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Iron sharpening iron across difference is best illustrated in the mar-
riage relationship. Two sinners come together and are refined and sanc-
tified because of that relationship. Despite the difficult and awkward 
moments, on the whole, Christians cherish the opportunity to be sanc-
tified and uphold their marriage covenant before God. Many times, the 
benefits of relationships between brothers and sisters of different back-
grounds are forfeited the moment conversation becomes uncomfort-
able or a misunderstanding occurs. All efforts of coming together are 
suspended. After well-intended attempts to unify, believers reconvene 
in their segregated spaces because their allegiance to American segre-
gated cultural norms is seemingly greater than their commitment to the 
people of God. 

The slow pace of the American church to pursue racial recon-
ciliation reveals a gaping hole in the pursuit of sanctification. In 
America, the struggle for racial reconciliation is perhaps the premier 
litmus test for spiritual maturity. A body of believers that worships 
across racial lines, resembling their community, and expresses the 
“one anothers” of the New Testament paints a wonderful picture of 
the gospel’s ability to tear down the walls that divide. Moreover, it is a 
people who have heeded Paul’s admonition in Phil 2:3–5a: “Do noth-
ing out of selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility consider others 
as more important than yourselves. Everyone should look out not 
only for his own interests, but also for the interests of others. Adopt 
the same attitude as that of Christ Jesus.” 

People who worship in multiethnic spaces are more likely to 
have put on Christ in a way that overcomes historical baggage, heals 
grudges, and forces them to think on behalf of the other. This requires 
the forgiveness and patience that have been exemplified in Christ. 
Although human effort will not realize John’s multiethnic vision of 
Rev 5:9 on this side of the kingdom, the Lord will do that when he 
returns. Efforts to pursue biblical diversity are not about achiev-
ing kingdom promises now, but about the work done in and among 
his people in the process. This refining makes Christians more like 
Jesus, and this is why racial reconciliation and gleaning from men and 
women alike are essential. 
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The Church’s Corporate Witness
Christ’s followers live between his first coming and second coming and 
have experienced the fruit of the resurrection in salvation, but God’s 
people look forward to experiencing the fullness of God’s kingdom 
when all of creation is under God’s rule and reign. Until the kingdom is 
here in full, God’s people are to live as those actively seeking to manifest 
the riches of Christ’s future kingdom reign in the present. 

The church’s collective witness either clarifies or obscures the gos-
pel of Jesus Christ and the hope of John’s Rev 7:9 vision. In the area of 
unity, the American church has positively, but all too often negatively, 
embodied the gospel. Christians are called to serve as a beacon of hope 
to one another and to the world by consistently living the redeemed 
life that encompasses both word and deed on an issue where there is a 
desperate need for hope. 

Helpful Definitions
Ethne, translated “ethnicity” (sometimes “nations”), is a biblical term 
used to describe the “peoples” of the earth. Two of the best-known 
occurrences of ethne are Matt 28:19 and Rev 7:9. Ethnicity refers to the 
biological origins of a person’s birth and is part of God’s good creation 
(Gen 1:31). Together, humanity’s countless ethnicities reflect the full-
ness of God’s intention for his image bearers. 

Despite its association with ethnicity, culture is a nonbiological 
phenomenon that shapes common behaviors and thought patterns 
shared by a people group. Cultural norms help elucidate humor, guide 
food preferences, and determine things like what constitutes being “on 
time.” Ethnicity and culture alike will appear in the kingdom; however, 
an important distinction is that although every ethnicity will be present 
only God-honoring aspects of culture will appear in eternity, because 
culture is generated by fallen humanity. 

Race is a socially constructed reality that attributes negative or 
positive meaning to biological characteristics and cultural manifesta-
tions that are used to categorize people. This categorization creates “in” 
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and “out” groups. Inhabiting the “in” group is prerequisite for gaining 
social influence and requires diminishing distinctions within it (i.e., 
fabricating homogeneity) and simultaneously highlighting the distinc-
tions among the “out” groups to ensure their perpetual marginalization. 
This type of categorization is unbiblical and will not appear in God’s 
kingdom.3

It follows that racism is a sinful attitude that perpetuates this cat-
egorization. Unfortunately, church practice and the Christian faith itself 
have been employed to uphold these categories in sacred and secular 
environments. Racism appears individually, communally, and structur-
ally. Individual racism (or bias) is something that is done by one indi-
vidual to another.4 As a result, racism is increasingly covert and hides 
within mental categorization and communication.5 Scripture warns of 
the negative and positive influence of individuals in community (Prov 
13:20), and racial bias is negatively compounded in homogeneous com-
munities. It’s easy for homogeneous communities to abdicate their 
responsibility to apply the gospel to racism and contrive theological 
justification to dismiss sinful activity. 

Systemic (or structural) racism is the means by which systems, 
organizations, and enterprises grant advantages and influence to some 
and disadvantage others.6 Beneficiaries of systems rarely appreciate 
the value received and can unknowingly perpetuate such structures. 
By contrast, those disadvantaged by depressing systems consistently 
feel the negative effects of inequitable structures. I’m convinced that 

3 National identities are neither inherently good nor evil. Racialization is 
when national designations are given meaning that promotes or marginalizes 
over against other people groups. 

4 George Yancey, Beyond Racial Gridlock: Embracing Mutual Responsibility 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006), 20.

5 Michael O. Emerson and Christian Smith, Divided by Faith: Evangelical 
Religion and the Problem of Race in America (New York: Oxford, 2000), 9.

6 Michael O. Emerson and Christian Smith, Divided by Faith: Evangelical 
Religion and the Problem of Race in America (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2001), 89. In a ministry environment, this often looks like programming, 
preaching, and developing practices with a single demographic in mind. 
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the vast majority of systemic bias is perpetuated unintentionally, but 
must be taken captive by well-meaning believers. Each aspect (individ-
ual, communal, and structural) of racial bias must be redressed by the 
restorative power of the gospel to engender progress in ethnic relations. 

The most common use of race in this book is not in affirmation of 
the social categories it produces; it is, rather, an admission of the negative 
influence derived from these secular categories. Race is also used to ref-
erence a common humanity shared by every image bearer. Thus, racial 
reconciliation is participating in the redemptive power of the gospel by 
dismantling individual, communal, and structural racism in a world that 
bears the marks of sin. Essential to this work is the task of deploying the 
Christian faith as a balm in a nationwide, enduring wound. 

The Book’s Scope and Sequence
In a well-intended flurry of activity, the challenges that impede recon-
ciliation are often oversimplified. We must understand the complexity 
and depth of the issues before sprinting toward solutions. When short-
sighted decisions are made, symptoms of more sophisticated problems 
are addressed and long-term progress is frustrated, breeding frustra-
tion and a sense of defeat. This book offers three sections to help under-
stand the dynamics at play and move forward with informed zeal.

Part 1 offers insight on current racial tensions in light of the past. 
Following Stephen Eccher’s introduction, which calls attention to 
underheard and obscured voices in the Christian tradition, the essays 
explore how these omissions occurred. Dayton Hartman demonstrates 
how theological voices were overlooked, showing how theological for-
mulation became the property of the Anglo West. Steven Harris’s chap-
ter discusses the development of segregation in America; his purpose is 
to facilitate ministry to people in the midst of attitudes and structures 
that have kept people apart. As Christian leaders move toward healing 
the systemic brokenness that plagues the American landscape, Keith 
Harper explores a denominational partnership forged to heal race rela-
tions that served to fortify segregation. 
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Josh Wester introduces part 2 on public theology by calling readers 
to examine how Christians from different racial backgrounds have nav-
igated our common life together. Bruce Ashford explores a comprehen-
sive pro-life ethic that transcends the “single issue” of any demographic. 
Alan Cross continues engaging the church’s public affirmation of image 
bearers by prescribing ways to minister both to and with immigrants. 
Part 2 concludes with D. A. Horton’s treatment of the nature and con-
tent of urban apologetics. 

The final part of the book answers the practical question about how 
to pursue kingdom diversity in ministry. After an introduction by Jarvis 
Williams, Chris Williamson offers principles for shepherding toward 
racial reconciliation in the local church. Central in the church’s minis-
try is preaching from Scripture. Walter Strickland demonstrates how to 
read and teach the Bible with a broad audience in mind while affirming 
scriptural authority. God’s kingdom vision includes men and women 
alike. Then Amber Bowen laments the contested nature of the gender 
conversation in church life. She exhorts believers to offer one another 
courage to pursue God’s mission by his design. Tony Merida builds upon 
Bowen’s chapter by describing specific ways that men and women can 
be missional partners in the local church. The final chapter offers sev-
eral “tales from the trenches” that are intended to be both instructional 
and encouraging testimonies from saints who have facilitated healing 
in areas where America has been historically divided. In the appendix, 
Matthew Emerson describes a spectrum within complementarianism 
over against the assumption that it is monolithic. 



Part 1

Historical Context
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Introduction

Stephen Brett Eccher

And they sang a new song: You are worthy to take the scroll 
and to open its seals; because you were slaughtered and you 

purchased people for God by your blood from every tribe and 
language and people and nation. You made them a kingdom 

and priests to our God, and they will reign on the earth.  
—Revelation 5:9–10

John’s portrait of God’s culminating work in redemptive history is both 
beautiful and stirring. It brings to fruition a salvation history that began 
in a garden with Adam and Eve but ends in a heavenly city with throngs 
of people from every tribe, tongue, and nation worshipping the Lamb. 
This redemptive activity was and will be the realized blessing of the Son, 
Jesus Christ, entering into human history by means of the incarnation.

Alongside God’s work in salvation history, the Bible sets forth a 
complementary narrative for God’s people. The bride of Christ, the 
church, was set apart by God to be a people living in community as a 
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temporal reflection, albeit an imperfect reflection, of that future escha-
tological reality prophesied by John. As the church awaits the return 
of Messiah, believers worship their King Jesus corporately and labor 
together to make him known among the nations.

Despite its biblical foundation and purpose, the history of the 
church is replete with examples whereby this important and God-
ordained call has been forgotten, even grossly undermined by profess-
ing Christians. In fact, rather than offering a visible expression of that 
heavenly kingdom, in the two thousand years since Jesus’s ascension, 
the church has mostly presented a distorted reflection of this biblical 
pattern. Rather than exemplifying unity, diversity, and community, the 
church has too frequently been characterized by discord and division. 
As Martin Luther King Jr. once famously opined, “It is one of the trag-
edies of our nation, one of the shameful tragedies, that eleven o’clock 
on Sunday morning is one of the most segregated hours, if not the most 
segregated hours in Christian America.”1 Dr. King’s statement was a tell-
ing observation about his contemporary American church, yet it is also 
relevant to Christian history as a whole. Division has cast a long shadow 
over the church’s history and been manifest in myriad ways extending as 
far back as the Jewish-Gentile divide seen in the New Testament. Sadly, 
King’s experience from the mid-twentieth century was a microcosm of 
the much larger problem of bias, which has plagued the church’s history 
in its global footprint. All too often ethnic, gender, and cultural diversity 
have been eschewed, even vilified, by Christians.

Despite the historic and repeated failings of the church to realize 
its diverse scriptural calling, there remains hope for a greater affinity 
between the church’s fallen, present state and its glorified, promised 
future. Recognizing that the church’s makeup and mission have been 
distorted throughout history and understanding what led to these dis-
tortions is crucial for creating a contemporary corrective. Until both the 
depths and cause of the church’s brokenness in the area of unity amid 
diversity are identified, a remedy will remain undefined and elusive.

1 This statement was made by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. during a Meet the 
Press NBC interview, April 17, 1960.
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“Until the lions have their historians, tales of the hunt will always 
glorify the hunter.”2 This anonymous African proverb suggests that 
without a critical examination of those with the power to write history it 
is impossible to understand the stories of those who are without power. 
Unfortunately, those with a platform to write history have traditionally 
for their own selfish gain repeatedly and purposefully omitted, erased, 
and silenced those at the margins of society. Those in power rarely like 
to cede their authority and what it affords them. Sadly that tactic has 
been applied within a church context as well. In fact, this proverb cap-
tures in a pithy and clever way the situation that the modern Christian 
church faces, given its history. More important, it serves as a reminder 
that other stories, just as complex and compelling as the dominant one 
preserved in history, do exist. Those untold accounts have value and 
need to be told.

Before considering how to access divergent cultural traditions 
and experiences to realize a more biblical church, it is helpful to know 
why these nonmajority voices have been historically absent from the 
dominant culture. A number of contextual factors have served to sys-
temically silence many Christians throughout history. Some of those 
silencing influences are subtle, even assumed by many, given certain 
cultural norms that are frequently taken for granted. The harsh realities 
of illiteracy or economic cycles of poverty, for example, create envi-
ronments where certain sectors of society are not afforded the means, 
time, or platform to tell their stories. Unless the proverbial lion is val-
ued enough to have its story told and given the medium to record that 
narrative, how will the history of the hunt be told from its perspective?

Other forms of oppression are more visible, blatant, and purpose-
ful in their intention. Consider the people who have been forgotten in 
church history because of slavery and human trafficking. Or ponder the 
number of women throughout history who had their stories squelched 

2 The twentieth-century Nigerian author Chinua Achebe helped popular-
ize this quotation while providing commentary on the political situation in 
his native country in 1994. Chinua Achebe, “The Art of Fiction,” interview by 
Jerome Brooks, Paris Review 133 (Winter 1994): 143–66.
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by forms of patriarchalism and sexism.3 In the case of women, that 
is roughly 50 percent of the population that has for centuries been 
muzzled by its oppressors. Their unique accounts and memoirs were 
unwritten, lost, or ignored, while those of their male counterparts have 
had a more dominant voice that has shaped the historical narrative.

Beyond these modes of oppression and a host of others, 
Christianity’s historical record has also been purposefully skewed and 
altered for centuries by those in power. Until recent years, it was not 
merely permissible but expected that history was retold in order to 
shape the way Christianity was understood and perceived. As James 
Bradley and Richard Muller have argued, “Before the mid-eighteenth 
century, the study of church history was uncritical; it was invariably 
written from a confessional viewpoint and it was anything but detached 
or neutral.”4 For centuries, historical method has favored the hunter 
over the lion. In the case of Christianity, this has most often benefited 
the Western tradition, as well as certain ethnicities, especially those of 
European-Anglo descent, and men. For example, consider the myriad 
medieval icons, images, and artistic renderings that depict Athanasius 
and Augustine with light skin tones, when both church fathers were 
of North African descent. The fictitious story these artistic pieces told 
perpetuated the notion of a certain type of Christianity, one in which 
lighter skin was normal.

In the end, bias was and will always be a part of the human expe-
rience. That truth is inescapable regardless of one’s era. Nevertheless, 
there is a path forward to a more robust and biblical picture of the 
church. Perhaps that path begins by imagining that hunted lion with a 
quill in its paw. The beauty of that imagery, and of the entire proverb, 

3 Patriarchalism here denotes a social and/or political program whereby 
men were historically understood as superior in personhood to women, which 
directly led to the elevation of men in society as unique purveyors of gov-
ernance, beneficiaries of social privilege, and caretakers of moral supremacy. 
Sexism is used to highlight the purposeful discrimination of female voices spe-
cifically on the basis of sex alone.

4 James E. Bradley and Richard A. Muller, Church History: An Introduction 
to Research Methods and Resources, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2016), 9.
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is that the corrective to historical bias has been cleverly woven into its 
comedic critique. The lion telling its side of the story? Is it that prepos-
terous? Along similar lines, what if the church valued the voices of those 
who had for centuries been demeaned, disenfranchised, and dehuman-
ized? Their stories, though different from the more familiar ones, are 
no less real or respectable. What if those on the margins of society were 
not merely told but also shown that they were of value? What if these 
were granted a seat at the table of change or given access to positions 
of influence and authority? What if they were celebrated for their great 
value as image bearers and then empowered to use their voices to help 
create a more biblical church? The following essays will consider these 
ideas and more. And although these subsequent chapters do not pur-
port to solve the problem of historic bias for the church, they do offer 
helpful thoughts along these lines as a means of considering a produc-
tive path forward, a path that God desires and one that eventually will 
lead to that stunning sight once glimpsed by the apostle John.
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Chapter 1

The Shaping of the Western Christian Mind

Dayton Hartman

Vignette 1
“Does he have good theology?” I felt the blood drain from my face as 
I stood awkwardly, unsure how to respond. A question like this from 
a fellow pastor was not out of the ordinary, except for the context of 
the question. What elicited this inquiry was my mentioning that I had 
invited an area pastor to begin meeting with our growing cohort of 
ministers. It was not uncommon for us to invite new pastors into our 
meetings. What was different is that this was the first time I was asked 
about a man’s theology. This was also the first time I invited an African-
American pastor to our monthly roundtable.

I responded, sounding slightly befuddled, “Good. He believes the 
Bible. I’m curious, why do you ask?” The response was telling: “Well, 
I just know that a lot of black churches don’t have very good theol-
ogy.” This statement reflected a level of subtle (or not-so-subtle) white 
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supremacy. We had never discussed the theological bona fides of the 
Anglo pastors invited. Why now?1

This exchange occurred many years ago. However, this same 
assumption has recently reared its head in a public fashion. A well-
known blogger advocating for our African-American brothers and sis-
ters was lambasted for denying the “fact” that Anglos are responsible for 
establishing and preserving theological orthodoxy for the ages.2 This 
is not subtle white supremacy; this is historical ignorance mixed with 
“sanctified” and seemingly pious racism. 

It is true that much of Christianity’s theological enterprise has 
become the product of white men. However, we must ask two ques-
tions: (1) Has this always been the case? (2) If not, why is it now true?

My aim in this chapter is to demonstrate that orthodoxy was 
birthed and preserved by a diverse people, and it is only because of 
our historical ignorance, and sometimes blatant sin, that the present 
theological landscape in the West is dominated by the voices of one 
particular ethnicity.3 

1 The truth is that bad or sub-biblical theology is found in many church 
traditions, regardless of the ethnicities that are attached to those traditions.

2 In 2019, the United Methodist Church (UMC) became embroiled in 
controversy when its member churches were invited to vote on a plan to for-
mally allow congregations to embrace, advocate, and celebrate LGBTQ life-
styles. This effort, largely pushed by UMC churches in the West, was struck 
down by a strong consensus among UMC churches in Africa that sought to 
affirm and uphold biblical orthodoxy on issues of sexual practice and ethics. 
It would seem that Africa has once again acted as the safeguard of historic 
orthodoxy. See Kathy L. Gilbert, Heather Hahn, and Joey Butler, “2019 General 
Conferences Passes Traditional Plan,” UM News, February 26, 2019, www 
.umnews .org /en /news /gc2019 -daily -feb -26. 

3 I am encouraged by the progress made in recent years toward a global 
and diverse influence in the Western church’s theological enterprise. What I 
am arguing for is a reclaiming of the theological contributions of the global 
church, outside the Anglo West. These themes have been explored in works 
such as Craig Ott and Harold Netland, eds., Globalizing Theology (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006); Timothy Tennent, Theology in the 
Context of World Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2007); Lamin 
Sanneh, Whose Religion is Christianity?: The Gospel Beyond the West (Grand 
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The Early Years
Most Christians are guilty of anachronistic thinking, meaning that we 
assume the past was largely like the present.4 One obvious instance of 
this is in medieval art. Paintings of Jesus present him as a European 
male, often wearing medieval European garb, rather than a first-cen-
tury Jewish attire. We do this today as well, perhaps in a more insidious 
fashion. When you pick up a children’s Bible, complete with artwork 
that illustrates every major character of the Scripture, what do you 
notice? Most of the artwork depicts the men and women of the Bible 
as white. Some Westerners assume that the central figures of our faith 
were Anglo-Westerners. However, the central characters of the Bible 
were all Middle Eastern and African. Additionally, the history of our 
faith, until recent centuries, was marked by ethnically diverse voices.

The church at Antioch is often identified as the missionary church 
of the New Testament. What is encouraging about this church? It’s not 
just their emphasis on sending missionaries to the nations (as wonderful 
as that is); it’s that their local assemblies comprised the nations. As the 
first of the sending churches in the New Testament, their heart for the 
nations was reflected in their congregation that was composed of men 
and women from the nations. Even their leadership reflected multiple 
ethnicities and cultures (Acts 13:1). Ethnically diverse leadership can be 
a catalyst toward encouraging a church to be a missionary people. The 
church that most modeled obedience to the Great Commission was 
also the most diverse church in the New Testament. 

In the post-New Testament era, the contours of Christian ortho-
doxy were forged by a diverse people. The wording and shape of the 

Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2003); Gene Green, Stephen Pardue, and K. Yeo, eds., 
Jesus without Borders: Christology in the Majority World (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2014); Jeffrey Greenman and Gene Green, eds., Global Theology 
in Evangelical Perspective: Exploring the Contextual Nature of Theology and 
Mission (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2012). 

4 One of the clearest examples of this is in medieval Christian art. Every 
biblical character is presented as a European with a contemporary, to the 
period, hairstyle. 
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most influential Christian creed was not steered by the thoughts 
or words of a theologian from the Anglo West but from Africa. For 
instance, one of the most important shapers of Christian orthodoxy 
is Athanasius (296–373). His nickname, “the black dwarf,” reflected 
both his height and his skin tone. Much of what has shaped the out-
line of Christian orthodoxy was because of Athanasius’s influence at 
Nicaea and beyond, which earned him the designation “the father of 
orthodoxy.”5 The irony of this moniker is that for much of American 
history a man of Athanasius’s ethnicity would have been forbidden 
from studying in seminaries that championed historic orthodoxy. 
Every Trinitarian statement of faith has been influenced by and echoes 
the theology of Athanasius.6 

The creeds, particularly the Apostles’ and Nicene,7 define the 
contours of orthodoxy, not because they have authority, but because 
they accurately summarize the content of Scripture. The relation-
ship between Scripture and creeds is best described as a highway with 
guardrails for theological exploration and explanation.8 In short, the 

5 Samuel Macauley Jackson, ed., The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of 
Religious Knowledge: Embracing Biblical, Historical, Doctrinal, and Practical 
Theology and Biblical, Theological, and Ecclesiastical Biography from the 
Earliest Times to the Present Day (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1908–14), 
52–53.

6 The value of looking to the early church to shake us out of our inaccurate 
assumptions is stated succinctly by Michael Haykin: “Every age has its own 
distinct outlook and presuppositions that remain unquestioned even by oppo-
nents. The examination of another period of thought forces us to confront 
our innate prejudices, which would go unnoticed otherwise.” Rediscovering the 
Church Fathers (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 17.

7 Certainly the ecumenical creeds are all important. However, these earli-
est creeds demonstrate the core of orthodox doctrine and faith.

8 “Scripture is our starting point. It defines the direction and content of 
biblical orthodoxy. Our journey in biblical orthodoxy must take place within 
the lanes provided by Scripture. Within those lanes, Christians can disagree 
and remain on the safe road of biblical orthodoxy. Think of the lanes as dif-
ferent Christian traditions—Reformed, Wesleyan, or Charismatic, for exam-
ple. Guardrails—the creeds—protect those traveling along the highway of 
biblical orthodoxy. While allowing for diversity on non-essential issues, the 
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creedal guardrails of orthodoxy were built by men and women outside 
the Anglo West.9

Many argue that Martin Luther, the father of the Protestant 
Reformation, ought to be regarded as history’s most important theo-
logian. However, the most influential theologian was Augustine of 
Hippo (354–430), a native of North Africa. Luther was an Augustinian 
monk who represented a reclaiming of Augustine’s legacy. Augustine 
is not merely the most important post-New Testament theologian; his 
thought is largely what gave birth to the worldview that enabled the rise 
of Western culture. As Jonathan Hill observes, Augustine’s “influence 
over Western thought—religious and otherwise—is total; he remains 
inescapable even over fifteen centuries after his death.”10

As the Roman Empire met its demise, accusations circulated that 
Christianity led to the empire’s downfall. In response, Augustine wrote 
his defining work, The City of God, which engages paganism both polit-
ically and theologically. Augustine’s argumentation served as the basis 
for what became the defining features of Western thought. How, then, 
is it that the North African father of Western thought spawned a tradi-
tion in which African voices are absent? 

Three Worldview Planks
I will briefly argue that the absence of non-Western voices in the 
dominant- culture Christianity is linked to the development of three 
worldview “planks” that are fundamental to Western Christian thought: 
philosophical, theological, and cultural. 

creeds prevent us from veering off the highway of biblical orthodoxy.” Dayton 
Hartman, Church History for Modern Ministry: Why Our Past Matters for 
Everything We Do (Bellingham, WA: Lexham, 2016), 16.

9 See Thomas Oden, How Africa Shaped the Christian Mind: Rediscovering 
the African Seedbed of Western Christianity (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 2010). 

10 Jonathan Hill, The History of Christian Thought (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 2003), 79.
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The Philosophical Split between the Eastern and 
Western Churches 

A growing rift between the Western (increasingly Roman Catholic) and 
Eastern (Orthodox) churches brewed for centuries. The impetus for the 
schism was multifaceted and ranged from issues emerging from the fil-
ioque controversy11 to the diminished influence of Eastern patriarchs, 
and ever-expanding linguistic differentiation. Perhaps the most easily 
identified historical cause was the rise of Charlemagne (ca. 742–814). 
This soon-to-be emperor dominated much of Europe and worked 
relentlessly to unite the disparate peoples throughout the Western 
portions of the continent. In 800, Pope Leo III (750–816) inaugurated 
Charlemagne as the emperor of the Holy Roman Empire. This moment 
established the Western church’s intermingling with the governmen-
tal powers of Europe, a marriage that was not mirrored, in the strict-
est sense, among the churches of the East. The Western (European) 
church’s love affair with governmental power gave it a platform and 
prominence that the Eastern church did not match. In 1054, the split 
or schism was formally pronounced, and the global church became a 
divided church. 

Centuries in the making, the East-West schism served to acceler-
ate a growing sense of “otherness” among Eastern believers. The phil-
osophically oriented theology of the East was “othered.” The power 
structure and the ethnic groups that dominated the East were eventually 

11 The filioque controversy was a philosophical-theological dispute over 
whether the Western versions of the creeds were correct in their clarifica-
tion that the Holy Spirit proceeded from the Father and the Son rather than 
the Eastern rendition of the creeds that stated that the Holy Spirit proceeded 
from the Father. The issue at hand was not so much a divide over doctrine or 
philosophy as it was a division over language due to linguistic barriers. See 
Steve Strauss, “Creeds, Confessions, and Global Theologizing,” in Globalizing 
Theology: Belief and Practice in an Era of World Christianity, ed. Craig Ott and 
Harold Netland (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), 140–56.
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obscured. It could be argued that this schism heavily contributed to the 
otherness of Eastern philosophical presuppositions.12

In his excellent work The Lost History of Christianity, Philip Jenkins 
makes an interesting statement regarding this “otherness”: “In modern 
terminology, the Eastern churches were thoroughly enculturated, pre-
senting their faith in the languages of the culture they encountered, 
sharing their artistic and literary forms.”13 The Eastern churches were 
in constant contact with Muslims, Buddhists, and Hindus as well as 
local and regional tribal religions. The consistent interaction with 
other religions necessitated that Eastern churches become experts in 
contextualization.14 This resulted in a Christianity that employed bibli-
cally appropriate cultural expressions of worship, art forms, and theo-
logical priorities. 

The insular nature of the Western churches diminished the need 
for contextualization and therefore led to a greater sense of uniformity 
among churches in practice and theological priorities. The uniformity 
of the West further propelled the sense of otherness inherent to the 
people of the Eastern churches. 

The centuries following the East-West schism witnessed the near-
extinction of the Eastern church. Through the advance of Islam, the 
brutality of regional rulers, diseases, and disasters, the churches of the 
East were utterly decimated across the three hundred years between 
AD 1200 and 1500. By the dawn of the Reformation, Christianity had a 
stronghold on Europe. As the Western church became a politically sig-
nificant power, its theological pronouncements also increased in their 

12 For full disclosure. I side with the formulation of the Western church 
regarding the nature of the Spirit’s procession.

13 Philip Jenkins, The Lost History of Christianity (New York: HarperOne, 
2008), 14.

14 Contextualization is the process by which theological categories are 
expressed in forms and language that make use of the existing culture’s defini-
tions and linguistic norms. The content of the theology is not changed to adapt 
to the culture around it, but the mode of expression is adapted to the commu-
nication forms of the prevailing culture.
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power and effect. As Philip Jenkins notes, by 1500 Christianity had 
become distinctly European. What began as a divide over philosophy 
resulted in distinction in theology.15 

The Theology of the Protestant Reformation 
Reformed the Western Church, Not the Eastern 

The amount of theological material produced early in the Reformation 
reflected the concerns and philosophical categories of the West. There 
was no concern for the Christians of the East, because the Reformation 
was relegated to the Western church. The Protestant Reformation and 
the ensuing backlash within Roman Catholicism served to reinforce the 
dominance of the Anglo West in the production of theological works. 
Much of the Eastern church was insulated from the Reformation 
(although not entirely). As the Reformation’s influence grew and its 
leaders rose in prominence, they developed traditions that further 
pushed the center of Christian theology westward. 

This observation is not to cast the Reformation in a negative light. 
Protestants are grateful for the solas of the Reformation. Nevertheless, 
the Reformation reinforced the centrality of Western thought for the 
Christian world. This was certainly not Martin Luther’s intention. 
Around the time the Protestant Reformation formalized (1517), Luther 
developed a fascination with the history and theology of Ethiopian 
Christianity. Ethiopia, in Luther’s estimation, provided a glimpse into 
what was in Christianity’s past and what ought to be in her future: a 
church divorced from the papacy and all that comes with Romanism. 
In 1534, Luther met a representative of the Ethiopian church, Michael 
the Deacon; the details of this encounter reinforced Luther’s posi-
tive appraisal of the Ethiopian church.16 But the Reformation did not 
result in unifying the divided church; rather, it served to unintention-
ally reinforce the schism. Although the church of the East was viewed 

15 Jenkins, Lost History of Christianity, 25.
16 Martin Brecht, Martin Luther, vol. 3: The Preservation of the Church, 

1532–1546 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 59.
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with overall positivity, the Reformation was a phenomenon of the 
Western (Roman) church. This was not out of spite or animosity to the 
Christians of the East, but simply one of the ongoing ramifications of 
the East-West schism. 

If the East-West schism resulted in the philosophical presupposi-
tion of the East’s otherness, the Reformation established the theological 
otherness of the East. To be Christian was to be among those seek-
ing the reform of the Western church. Of course, this was not Luther’s 
intention (as his engagement with Michael the Deacon demonstrates). 
However, this assumption became an unintended consequence. The 
Western church has and continues to be dominated by Anglo thought, 
priorities, and theological emphases. 

Cultural: The Rise of Colonialism Served to 
Establish the Cultural Divide between the East and 
West 

Colonialism is the process of Europeans exercising dominance and con-
trol over non-European lands and people groups. Not only did colonial-
ism result in the dominance of non-European peoples, but it eventually 
meant the forced importation of Western or predominately Anglo cul-
ture on the peoples impacted by colonialism. There was an undeniable 
presupposition that if it was Anglo, it was better.17 As a system, colonial-
ism resulted in genocides, overt racism, slave trading, and other horrifi-
cally evil practices. 

The otherness of those outside the reach of the Protestant 
Reformation did nothing to dull the subtle, and at times overt, sense of 
Anglo supremacy.18 Instead of carrying a contextualizable gospel to the 

17 This assumption often carried with it theological overtones that 
included the belief that those with dark skin were cursed by God and were 
inherently inferior to whites. Theologians and public thinkers charged those 
with dark skin as bearing the curse of Ham.

18 One of the clearest examples of this was a Bible produced for slaves in 
the West Indies. This heavily edited version of the Scriptures removed any 
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nations, colonization assumed the Anglo way of life was inherent in the 
gospel. The cultural assumptions of colonization made it common for 
Western missionaries to force new believers to give up their previous 
ways of life in order to accept the gospel, rather than suggesting that the 
gospel redeem preexisting culture.19

The intermingling of Christianity and colonization resulted in 
baffling absurdities, such as imploring Africans to renounce the use 
of drums and to use the organ (keyboard) in their worship services. 
Missionaries encouraged converts to leave behind their previous modes 
of dress and adopt distinctly Anglo clothing styles. Sadly, the pressure 
to assimilate sometimes continues to this day. I recall sitting in a mis-
sions conference during the early 2000s for a fundamentalist-leaning 
organization; the language of convincing tribal groups in Africa to 
adopt a “godly lifestyle” included forcing them to stop clapping in wor-
ship and requiring them to dress like Anglo businessmen from subur-
ban America. 

On American soil, up until the end of the Civil War, Protestantism 
was largely an Anglo phenomenon. Following the war, the theological 
climate necessitated that African-American Christians produce writ-
ten materials meant to provide counter-exegesis to the overtly racist 
and contradictory expositions employed by former slave holders.20 
Protestantism was linked with the evils of slavery. A reformation was 
needed, and its reformers were former slaves.21 

text that could lead to slaves desiring freedom, even passages pertaining to 
the gospel. The Slave Bible has been on display at the Museum of the Bible 
(Washington, DC) in conjunction with Fisk University, accessed August 22, 
2019. See www.museumofthebible .org/exhibits /slave-bible.

19 If the Eastern church pursued enculturation, the church of the West 
pursued culture importation. 

20 Mark Noll, The Civil War as a Theological Crisis (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 2006), 64–65.

21 An excellent representation of the theological rigor among former slaves 
can be found in Charles Octavius Boothe, Plain Theology for Plain People 
(Bellingham, WA: Lexham, 2017).
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Vignette 2
In 2014, my church established a partnership with an indigenous church-
planting movement in India. I was overwhelmed to hear of the numbers 
of people coming to faith in Christ. I traveled to India, my first experi-
ence outside of an Anglo-dominated nation state, and I was horrified 
by what it revealed in my soul. I found myself silently questioning the 
orthodoxy and philosophy of men and women who professed faith in 
Jesus. Why? Because their philosophical categories differed from mine. 
Additionally, their cultural expressions of worship and biblical commu-
nity were not my own. By the end of my trip, I was painfully aware of my 
own distinctly Anglo-centric presuppositions about what it means to be 
a Christian. On the flight back, I spent time in prayer and repentance. 

Following that trip, I embraced something I already knew but had 
not applied to my heart and soul: Theology is not formed in a vac-
uum. Its priorities and contours are constantly shaped by the issues of 
our age and the questions raised by our culture. In short, there is no 
way to escape the distinct influence of culture in shaping and estab-
lishing theology. 

This is a good thing! The content of the gospel does not change 
when it is expressed in a different cultural context. The guardrails of 
orthodoxy remain consistent, but the gospel’s implications changes 
based upon the specific cultural sins, idols, and needs that the gospel 
answers, corrects, or redeems. 

This means we need each other. A robust theological guardrail 
cannot be purely Anglo-centric in culture and heritage, nor can it be 
strictly African or Asian. It must be global in scope, diverse in applica-
tion, and yet unified in its central convictions. 

The Result: Philosophy + Theology 
+!Culture

The philosophical differences that developed between the churches 
of the East and West culminated in a schism. The decimation of 
the Eastern churches, coupled with the Western church embracing 
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European powers by intermingling the church with the state, pre-
served the church in the West but rendered it distinctly European. The 
Protestant Reformation accomplished the necessary work of reform-
ing the Roman Catholic Church. However, an unfortunate corollary is 
that it solidified orthodoxy’s distinctly Anglo-centric expression in the 
West. The philosophical and theological divides culminated in a cul-
tural divide that tied together Western philosophy, theology, and cul-
ture as the standard for what is Christian. 

It is nearly impossible for Western Christians to be divorced from 
the results of this divide. In the present, these three factors were exacer-
bated by proliferation of common sense realism. This system proposes 
that human beings are capable of examining the world around them 
and making judgments that are free from bias. In short, the world truly 
is how it is perceived. So if the churches of the East appear to be other 
in their philosophy, theology, and culture, it is because they are as truly 
“other” as they appear. This epistemological assumption dismisses, 
often unintentionally, the need for special revelation to understand the 
world as God says it actually is.22 

The aim of common sense realism was good, as it 

sought to refute both the skepticism of David Hume (1711–
1776) and the idealism of George Berkeley (1685–1753) by 
arguing that ordinary people may gain accurate knowledge of 
the real world through responsible use of their senses. While 
man’s physical senses could discover truth about the outside 
world through empirical study and induction, an innate “moral 
sense” common to all humans allowed for intuitive knowledge 
of certain foundational principles of morality.23 

But denying the possibility of bias in an individual’s thinking funda-
mentally rejects the reality that for those living in the Anglo West 

22 Noll, Civil War, 56–64.
23 “Scottish Realism” in Dictionary of Christianity in America, ed. Daniel 

G. Reid et al. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1990), Logos ed.
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(particularly the United States) our assumptions are shaped by Anglo-
centric historical realities. 

As will be explored in the next chapter, our nation’s history will be 
scarred forever by the evil of slavery. Mark Noll describes it this way: 

The interpretive practices that had grown up with the great 
antebellum denominations favored democratic, republican, 
antitraditional, and commonsensical exegesis. Against this his-
torical background, the biblical proslavery argument seemed 
very strong, the biblical antislavery argument seemed reli-
giously dangerous, and the nuanced biblical argument against 
slavery in its American form did not comport well with demo-
cratic practice or republican theory.24 

With the fall of slavery in the United States, there should have been 
hope for the church and theological enterprise of America to reclaim the 
diversity of Antioch. Alas, it did not happen. Instead, the effects of the 
three planks of the West’s ethnocentric worldview continued. In short, 
the fall of slavery did not result in the fall of racism or white supremacy. 

An example of the three planks is at work in the world’s largest 
Protestant denomination, the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC). The 
SBC was born out of a dispute over slavery. Convention organizers sup-
ported the commodification of human beings based upon their skin color. 
As result, Southern Baptist seminaries were born to train white men.25

At the dawn of the twentieth century, those institutions that con-
victionally clung to the authority and inspiration of the Bible (including 
SBC seminaries) were paradoxically the schools that reflected Darwin’s 

24 Noll, Civil War, 49.
25 Having repented of the racism present at the birth of the Southern 

Baptist Convention, the transforming work of the gospel has produced 
increasingly diverse student populations in our seminaries. Even so, seminar-
ies have taken steps to publicly acknowledge the sins of the past. The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary’s December 2018 release of Report on Slavery 
and Racism in the History of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary dem-
onstrates this historical reality with painful but necessary detail. See www.sbts 
.edu /southern-project/.
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racist worldview by barring nonwhites.26 As Germanic higher criti-
cism flooded American seminaries and the so-called battle for the Bible 
began, the seminaries that undermined biblical authority became the 
most ethnically inclusive.27

As the twentieth century marched toward the watershed period of 
civil rights legislation, the eventual leaders of the Civil Rights Movement 
were trained in schools and seminaries that had jettisoned biblical 
orthodoxy. Many who remained committed to theological orthodoxy 
were largely silent in the face of Jim Crow segregation.

The cessation of racist laws did not overturn the Anglo-centric 
worldview that was shaped by the three worldview planks (philosophy, 
theology, culture) for centuries. 

The goal of this brief chapter is to help the reader understand that 
each of us carries assumptions that have historical roots (some good 
and some bad) and these roots shape the way we think theologically. 
The remaining chapters in this section serve to help readers extricate 
themselves from these assumptions. 

26 One of the most unsettling discoveries of my adult life was when I was 
exposed to the personal correspondence of the famed champion of orthodoxy, 
J. Gresham Machen. The famed theologian wrote to his mother, lamenting 
the efforts of B. B. Warfield toward desegregating student housing. For the 
contents of this 1913 letter, along with the historical narrative that provides 
the context for the occasion of the letter, see Fred G. Zaspel, “Reversing the 
Gospel: Warfield on Race and Racism,” Themelios 43, no. 1 (April 2018), 
http://themelios.thegospelcoalition.org/article /reversing -the-gospel-warfield 
-on-race -and-racism; Timothy I. Cho, “A Tale of Two Machens,” Faithfully, 
September 8, 2018, https://faithfullymagazine.com / tale-of-two-machens/.

27 Interestingly, the schools advancing Darwinian evolution (an inherently 
racist ideology that has ungirded much of the West’s genocidal and eugenic 
evils) were the most welcoming to those who were not white.


