
When you hear the 

phrase “Ethnic Minority 

Ministry” or “Ethnic 

Ministry” what is the 

first thing that comes to 

mind?

What thoughts  and feelings  sur-

face when the topic of Ethnic Mi-

nority Ministry is broached? 

This article is written by three 

Caucasians, all members  of the ma-

jority culture, who have personally 

wrestled with what it means for 

Caucasians  to minister in ethnic mi-

nority contexts. We have each served 

for several years  now in different 

ethnic minority ministries  that exist 

at the periphery of a large and 

mostly Caucasian ministry organiza-

tion.  Eric has  ministered through 

the Destino Movement, Brian 

through the Epic Movement, and 

Tommy through the Impact Move-

ment. Destino, Epic, and Impact are 

Campus Crusade for Christ’s  minis-

tries  through Latino/Hispanics, 

Asian-Americans, and African-

Americans respectively.

We all agree that the relation-

ships  we’ve made within ethnic mi-

nority communities  have deeply 

changed us  as  people, leaders, and 

ministers. We’ve seen our own lives 

enriched through our learning to 

serve communities different from 

our own.

All those in ministry have a re-

sponse of some kind to ethnic minis-

try. In fact, whatever our back-

ground or previous  ministry experi-

ence might have been, we all lead 

out of some kind of orientation to 

ethnic ministry. This orientation, 

this  posture if you will, typically in-

forms  what we value, how we make 

decisions, and how we navigate the 

growing complexity and diversity of 

our ministry landscape.

Through our own experiences, 

we’ve become aware of several dif-

ferent postures  towards  the idea of 

ethnic minority ministry – some of 

which we’ve held at different points 

ourselves  on our own cross-cultural 

ministry journeys. We are continu-

ing to learn through making mis-

takes  and having our misconceptions 

challenged.

Why are we focusing on “pos-

tures?” We believe that a posture 
reflects not just a mental approach 
or paradigm, but a holistic ap-
proach that includes both our 
hearts and minds.

While the ministry landscape 

and demographics  of North Amer-

ica have changed dramatically, the 

response of those within the major-

ity culture has  sometimes  been one 

of confusion, insecurity, and resis-

tance. However, for a church or 

ministry to effectively minister to all 

of those within the scope of its  min-

istry, those ministering must exam-

ine their posture towards  ethnic 
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ministry and consider if it is  marked 

by love and servanthood. 

The five postures  we have con-

sistently experienced and identified 

are (1) unfamiliar and unaware, 
(2) duty and obligation, (3) char-
ity, (4) unity as togetherness, 
and (5) advocacy in partnership. 
Our aim is  not to provide a thor-

ough apologetic for crossing cul-

tures, but to describe postures  to-

wards ethnic ministry commonly 

held by majority culture leaders  and 

ministers. We hope to provide com-

mon language for cross-cultural de-

velopment amidst majority and mi-

nority dynamics. 

Our goal is  not to label where 

any one person might be at in his  or 

her posture towards  ethnic ministry. 

We acknowledge that we ourselves 

cannot represent the ethnic minority 

story in full because it is not our own 

story. Our desire is  to paint a picture 

of the spectrum that we have ob-

served as  we have served with ethnic 

minorities. These postures  are not 

linear in nature and are not meant 

to convey a sequential journey of 

development from one posture to 

the next. 

All five postures  exist at every 

level within a ministry. Ministry ex-

perience or organizational authority 

does  not directly correlate with 

healthy postures or partnering with 

ethnic ministry. International cross-

cultural experience is  also not neces-

sarily connected to a healthy part-

nering within ethnic ministry 

contexts. Those with significant in-

ternational ministry experience usu-

ally grasp cultural differences  well, 

but they may sometimes  lack under-

standing in majority - minority dy-

namics  and the ways  in which power 

works  in society and how ethnic mi-

nority identity is shaped.

No matter what the level of 

ministry experience, we value the 

process  of one’s  development in un-

derstanding the ethnic ministry story 

over time. We also recognize the 

necessity for a sense of reflective 

urgency about our own posture. 

There is  a great need for leaders 

who both can see and enter into the 

ethnic minority story. 

You might not identify with one 

posture over another. Perhaps  two or 

three will together capture your pos-

ture. That’s  okay. Our hope is that 

you pay attention to what this sur-
faces within you and make an honest 
assessment of your own posture to-
wards ethnic minority ministry. We 

pray that you’ll take the time to re-

flect on what God might be encour-

aging you to consider in your own 

development and leadership.

Posture #1: Unfamiliar 

and Unaware

The first posture that we have 

observed is  best described as  a gen-

eral unawareness  of the ethnic mi-

nority world. This  is  often grounded 

in the simple reality of unfamiliarity.  

Maybe you have always  lived in a 

part of the country where you rarely 

interact with those outside of your 

own culture. You may not have per-

sonally wrestled with how our minis-

try needs  to respond to the increas-

ing e thn ic d ive r s i t y o f our 

country. Maybe you find yourself 

checking out when the topic of eth-

nic ministry comes  up because you 

don’t see its  relevance to your life 

and ministry.

Sometimes  we may believe that 

we are more familiar with ethnic 

ministry than we really are. Experi-

encing multiple trainings and exhor-

tations  can result in us  feeling like 

we are informed on what is  needed 

for ethnic ministry. Or maybe you 

grew up with ethnically diverse 

friendships. You are comfortable 

with diversity, but maybe upon re-

flection you realize that you don’t  

know as  much as  you thought you 

did. This was  the case for us. For a 

long time, we each felt comfortable 

in diverse friendships, but we were 

not yet familiar with the stories  that 

shaped who our friends were.

It’s important to recognize that 

being aware of the need for ethnic 

ministry or even being comfortable 

around ethnic diversity is  not the 

same as  being familiar with the real-

ity of ethnic minorities. Familiarity 

is  an intimate, personal knowing of 

people living the ethnic minority 

story, to the point where you start to 

see the world through the eyes  of 

another culture. One can be very 

knowledgeable of the statistical and 
strategic objectives, but very unfa-
miliar with the needs of the people 
that the strategy serves.

Being unaware to the reality of 

ethnic ministry is  not always  a re-

flection of your heart. But, if you 
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find yourself checking out when 

ethnic ministry comes up, consider 

the changing world and the oppor-

tunities  to join something that will 

be an increasing part of life and 

ministry in North America. You are 

standing at the gates  of a whole new 

world spiritually and socially. God 

longs  to expand your view of Him 

and your heart for those that are 

different from you. 

Posture #2: Duty or 

Obligation
 

The words “duty” and “obliga-

tion” can convey a lack of inspira-

tion, a lack of heartfelt motivation, 

and a lack of enthusiasm for engag-

ing in the challenge at hand. But 

these terms  can also describe the 

posture of someone torn between 

what feels  natural and comfortable 

and what they are being asked to do.

Ministry leaders  know today 

that the scope of their ministry in-

cludes  mobilizing efforts  towards 

ethnic minority communities. There 

have been abundant reports  about 

shifting demographics, all of which 

paint an urgent picture. Yet while 

statistics  can point to a need, they 

cannot orchestrate intrinsic motiva-

tion or passion for being part of a 

solution. Statistics  without story 

usually create guilt and pressure.

 You might see the great need for 

cross-cultural ministry even within 

your own scope of ministry. On 

some level you do care about the 

spiritual needs  of ethnic minorities. 

So maybe you dip your toes  into 

ethnic ministry from time to time.  

But you’re torn. You love what you 

do day in and day out. It feels  com-

fortable and familiar. Or maybe you 

already feel overwhelmed with the 

current scope and responsibilities  of 

your ministry. Wading deeper into 

the waters  of ethnic ministry may 

feel like an additional project that 

you can’t take on right now.

What might it look like if your 

heart came alive in response to new 

knowledge of and familiarity with 

the story of a particular ethnic 

group? Would you consider praying 

that God would give you a passion, 

maybe the kind of passion that Jew-

ish Paul had for the Gentiles, for a 

specific ethnic group? Can you pri-

oritize spending time in at least one 

community that God can use to in-

crease your vision and passion?

If your heart is  open for God to 

take you to a new place through an-

other culture, you may see your en-

tire paradigm of ministry trans-

formed and energized! But we must 

be willing to move beyond statistics 

and enter into new stories  in fresh 

and deeper ways.

Posture #3: Charity

A third posture many majority 

culture ministers  have towards  eth-

nic minority ministry is  that of giv-

ing to charity. This  posture is  not 

always  obvious, but it is  probably 

one of the most common. Perhaps 

you see the desperate landscape in 

which the numbers  of laborers  are 

minuscule compared to the growing 

demographics of different commu-

nities. You know something needs 

to be done, yet you hesitate to dra-

matically alter what you are cur-

rently doing for the sake of being a 

part of  that solution. 

 Perhaps  you’ve thought, “When 

our ministry gets  big or healthy 

enough, then we’ll then have the 

resources  to do more ethnic minis-

try. We just don’t have the man-

power right now.” Maybe you have 

adopted a “tithing” approach where 

you intentionally allocate a small 

percentage of your time or resources 

toward ethnic ministry.

We would wholeheartedly affirm 

that in principle, doing something 

(usually) is better than doing 

nothing. But consider the ethnic mi-

nority story, a story which exists 

mostly on the fringes  of society and 

privilege. It consistently battles the 

challenges of marginalization and 

feeling “one down” in society. In 

that context, would expressions  of 

help out of a posture of charity truly 

result in transforming and redemp-

tive interactions and relationships? 

A charity posture exudes  the 

“we have the answers  that you 

need” mentality and reinforces  the 

power disparity, which can actually 

reinforce pain as  opposed to con-

tribute towards  healing. Charity of-

ten serves  our own motives  rather 

than truly serving and empowering 

others. A charity posture results  in 

interactions  that reinforce the feeling 

that ethnic minority ministry is  a 

burden, afterthought, or second-

class to the “main” ministry.

On the surface, charity can feel 

like advocacy.  The critical differ-

ence is  the motivation for doing eth-

nic ministry. It becomes  charity 

when it is  pursued out of a desire to 

accomplish our own agenda, albeit 

on a broader scale. Moving beyond 

charity to advocacy involves building 

relationships. A charitable posture is 

a one-sided vision for us  to give (for 

example, of our time and resources). 

On the other hand, a relationship 

based advocacy is  rooted in mutual 

learning and respect where both 

parties  work together to give and 

receive.
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If you find yourself seeing eth-

nic ministry as  a charity to be 

helped, what if you approached 

ethnic minority leaders  from a posi-

tion of learner or servant, acknowl-

edging them as  experts  in their own 

right?  Imagine the transformation 

that could take place both person-

ally and corporately if you moved 

from an attitude from helping from 

above to partnering together? 

Posture #4: Unity As 

Togetherness

 We want to be clear - unity within 

the Body of Christ is  vital and 

necessary. Yet efforts  towards  unity 

sometimes can lead to uniformity. 

Without experiences  with other cul-

tures  or doing critical reflection on 

our own cultural lenses  we can begin 

to live like fish in water, not even 

realizing the water is  there because 

our own cultural lens  is  all we know. 

As a result our idea of unity looks 

more like sameness  or conformity.  

Our vision of unity can reflect what 

feels “normal” to us.

It’s easier for majority culture 

leaders  to assume that unity includes 

sameness. This  is  because if every-

one did everything the same way, 

majority culture members  would not 

have to radically adapt, by the very 

nature of majority and minority 

dynamics. So the posture of “unity” 

that resists  contextualized efforts  is 

problematic for ethnic ministry. 

While this  is  not the arena to fully 

explore the theological or philo-

sophical issues involved in contextu-

alization and unity in multi-ethnic 

contexts, it is  important to recognize 

that it is a false hope to believe that 

problems  will be solved just by eve-

ryone just “putting Jesus  first” and 

being together all the time.

 Clearly, if our system or philoso-

phy merely maintains  the status  quo, 

while keeping other groups  on the 

margins, then we cannot adequately 

minister in love to ethnic minority 

communities. Our challenge is  to 

expand our understanding of unity 

to include ethical considerations  and 

reflections  on the truth of where 

honor is truly being given in how we 

try to come together. We must pur-

sue unity and diversity without los-

ing one to the other - even if that 

might never be fully attainable in 

this lifetime. 

But there’s  an opportunity to 

develop a posture that moves  us 

away from solving complexity 

through conformity and towards 

making space for people to emerge 

both spiritually and as leaders. Can 

you imagine what it might look like 

if we shifted our hope towards fos-

tering partnerships  that seek to 

honor and respect differences  in-

stead of minimizing or eliminating 

them?

For the three of us, our experi-

ence of ministry has  expanded and 

effectiveness increased through relat-

ing to a more diverse group of peo-

ple. As  we've begun to appreciate 

and not feel like we need to "fix" the 

differences that we see in people, our 

own contribution to the kingdom 

has  expanded whether it's  in a new 

culture or even our home culture.
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Questions  about postures  of help-

ing versus  postures of advocacy in 

partnership exist at several levels  in 

society. There has  been great discus-

sion the last several years  related to the 

role of the west in coming alongside 

developing nations. Decades  of finan-

cial aid have provided limited returns 

and successes and new discussions  are 

emerging that focus on the need to 

think differently as  to the role of pros-

perous or world powers.

In a recent article, Anthony Brad-

ley of World Magazine captures  the 

spirit of author Dambisa Moyo’s ar-

gument in Dead Aid as  follows, “The 

West needs  a new way of thinking. 

What would it look like for Western 

nations  to treat struggling African 

countries  as friends instead of just re-

cipients of  their help?”

Bishop John Onaiyekan of Abuja, 

Nigeria, was  asked recently by journal-

ist John Allen how the West could help 

Africa. Here is  the first part of Onai-

yekan’s response:

“‘The problem is  the way you 

phrased the question,’ [Onai-

yekan] said. ‘You asked how the 

West can “help” Africa. We’re 

not interested in “help” in that 

sense, meaning that we are ex-

clusively the receivers  of your 

generosity. We’re interested in a 

new kind of relationship, in 

which all of us, as  equals, work 

out the right way forward.’”

We see this  as a valuable wisdom 

for navigating the power disparity be-

tween majority and minority culture 

ministries  today. Majority culture 

leaders  often jump in to help out, but 

often bypass  the issues  of dignity, 

equality, and empowerment. If pri-

marily majority culture ministries and 

organizations are going to be fruitful in 

mission to and with the ethnic minor-

ity communities, a proper focus  has  to 

be given to posture and being in right 

relationship across communities.

http://online.worldmag.com/2011/07/06/treating-africans-as-friends-not-dependents/



Posture #5: Advocacy 

in Partnership

 If you’re a member of the major-

ity culture you have an incredible 

opportunity to steward your cultural 

power and status  for the sake of 

healing and a redemptive future! 

But we as  Caucasians  can struggle to 

enter into the ethnic minority story 

because we might not know how we 

will be received. We may even dis-

tance ourselves  from that story due 

to guilt or shame connected to past 

abuses  of power. Or, we may feel  

defensiveness  about the role of the 

majority culture in the ethnic minor-

ity experience.

But amidst all of the challenges, 

pain, and confusion that comes  with 

crossing cultures in minority con-

texts, there is a role for Caucasians 

in the ethnic minority story - a dif-

ferent role than what has  often been 

experienced in society and in many 

ministry efforts.

 As  Caucasians, we carry with us 

the capacity to reinforce much of 

the pain that ethnic minorities  have 

experienced and absorbed both in 

their lifetimes and through genera-

tions of systemic marginalization. 

We can’t escape the larger story of 

which we are all connected. But 

when we as  Caucasians begin to 

relate to ethnic minority communi-

ties  in ways  that bring honor, rather 

than take it away (albeit often un-

knowingly), there are great opportu-

nities to open doors  for healing, rec-

onciliation, and empowerment. 

We live in a culture in which we 

like to fix things  quickly and avoid 

pain. If we enter into the world of 

ethnic minorities  without being will-

ing to feel the discomfort of our dif-

ferences, then we will never see the 

world through the eyes  of other cul-

tures. If we never feel the pain em-

bedded within that a particular cul-

ture’s  history, then we will not be 

able to genuinely identify with them. 

Advocacy in partnership includes 

humility and learning. It means 

choosing to suffer with people out of 

love for what God wants  to do in 

and through them and being willing 

to learn from them in return.

We think most ethnic ministry is  

done with good intentions. But not 

all seek to partner in ways  in which 

there is  mutual blessing and 

dignity. We cannot partner in ethnic 

ministry from a position of “above.” 

We can fight for people and influ-

ence them from above, but we can’t 

really partner with others  in a re-

demptive and honoring way without 

fostering mutuality and dignity. 

The posture of “advocacy in 

partnership” is  an expression of 

true, adult partnering between the 

majority and minority cultures. This 

is  something different than starting 

from above. It is  different from help-

ing struggling ministries  get off the 

ground. It’s  different from trying to 

“reach” or extend our influence into 

new communities  because we will 

bless  them through what we have to 

offer. Advocacy in partnership is 

more than just telling our story with 

an ethnic face. It is  realizing that 

other stories  exist, choosing to learn 

them, and identifying with them for 

their benefit. 

Advocacy is  something we can  

all do when we have power that oth-

ers  are unable to access. Serving and 

leading in ethnic minority ministries 

has  increasingly shown us  the power 

that we both often have as  white, 

male leaders. We continue to learn 

new ways  in which we underesti-

mate the social power assigned to us 

in multi-ethnic settings. Majority 

culture leaders  need to know this  - 

we greatly underestimate the social 
power often assigned to us in multi-
ethnic or dominant culture contexts. 

Even if you don’t think you have it, 

it’s  there. If we fail to recognize this 

dynamic, we will not be able to see 

the ways  in which we might be rein-

forcing the pain of the past, even 

through we may be well-intentioned.

Yet there is room for great hope! 

We are continuing to learn that 

when we use that power and status 

to serve and uplift others, we build 

trust and deepen relationships.  

Through serving alongside our eth-

nic brothers  and sisters  in humility, 

we can see God redeem much of 

that dark history. We can break 

through stereotypes and pain to be 

part of something beautiful and 

empowering. We can be a part of 

God’s  restorative work of affirming 

people’s  stories  and drawing out 

their God given strengths  and con-

tributions.
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 To what end?

When we consider the mission 

of the church, we must recognize 

that there is  always  a power gap in 

any multi-ethnic community be-

tween the majority and the minority 

groups. Some people have more 

power to enact change than others. 

Given this  power disparity, can we 

truly be agents  of hope to the mar-

ginalized without purposely seeking 

to empower them? Advocacy in the 

context of partnering means putting 

those privileges  we have been given 

by God’s  grace to work on behalf of 

those whose stories  are consistently 

silenced or ignored.

 Partnering with or serving in eth-

nic ministry requires  identifying with 

and seeing the world more through 

the lens of their culture and story. It 

leads us  to change the way we per-

ceive the world as we encounter and 

learn from other perspectives.  

The challenge for us  majority 

culture leaders  is  our willingness  to 

experience change - both on a heart 

level, in how we like to relate to oth-

ers, and in how we like to work. In-

carnating the gospel amidst diverse 

communities  means  that we need to 

be willing to die to former attitudes, 

postures, and even insufficient minis-

try paradigms and methodologies.

But as  in life with God, dying to  

old ways  can open the door for new 

life. As  we follow Christ, we experi-

ence the process  of having our own 

stories  expanded and deepened as 

God reveals  more about ourselves, 

about Himself, and about the world. 

The crucial questions become, 

“Are we willing to have our stories 
change or expand and have our hearts 

enlarged? Are we willing to put our-

selves  in positions  in which we can 

shape other stories in redemptive 

ways  and where we invite others 

who are different to shape our story 

as  well? We have all inherited a story 

that is fallen and in which injustice 

abounds. What might it look like if 

we opened ourselves  up to the possi-

bility that God wants to use us to 

help rewrite a new story that in-

cludes and affirms all peoples?

God is  at work rewriting stories 

throughout the world. He’s  using a 

diverse body to accomplish His  mis-

sion. For God’s kingdom, it matters 

that we are moving towards  the 

marginalized and it matters how we 

move towards them. The coura-

geous  stewardship of kingdom val-

ues  and ethics  is  central to evangelis-

tic mission.

Trust is vital to relationship and 

mission. Our posture towards  ethnic 

minority ministry is our posture to-

wards the ethnic minority story. 

Trust is  earned. The way it is  earned 

amidst a history of power disparity 

is  through a radical stewardship of 

power for the sake of others. This  is 

a story straight from the pages  of 

Scripture and the life of  Jesus.

When we learn about the reality 

of others’ stories, we have choices to 

make about our own. What kind of 

story do you want yours to be?
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ministry among unreached peoples, 
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Tommy graduated from UC Davis and 
is near completion of  his degree in the 
Urban Lead MA of  Divinity program at 
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