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history of our religious partners, with areas of study including but not limited to:
©  Kristallnacht,
the massacre of the Mennonite,
actions to/with the African-descent community,
Salzburgers,
communities whose paraments, etc., were purchased by the Ku Klux Klan,
repudiation of the doctrine of discovery, and
the legacy of slavery.
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Congregations, synods, and the churchwide organization research the titled curricula of full communion,

ecumenical, and interreligious partners, utilizing and adapting educational materials for youth and children.

This research will also include material from partners’ publishing houses that have an ecumenical
department. Because this is a common effort, the churchwide organization may need to incentivize
congregations and synods by establishing grants to fund this work.

The churchwide organization work with the National Council of Churches, the Lutheran World Federation
Communion Office, and the ELCA’s synod partners to address the goal of strategic authentic diversity.

The churchwide organization honor the work of our related agencies through board development,
engagement, and utilization of already existing curricula.

The churchwide organization monitor authentic diversity in representation on boards of ELCA Related
Organizations.

The churchwide organization intentionally engage directors for evangelical mission and roundtables to
increase diversity among senior pastors, executives at Lutheran social service organizations, CEOs, and
other leadership positions within related organizations.
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While there are reasons to address each of the pieces in the recent issue of
JLE, we will focus our comments on Dr. Ted Peter’s essay, “Overcoming ELCA
Racism with Authentic Diversity.” We want to hold Peters and JLE
accountable for the false assumptions, inaccuracies and misrepresentations
presented in his paper, to deconstruct the mythology of reverse racism and
inaccurate statements about race and culture that prop up his paper and to
call for engagement with the actual work of the Strategy Towards Authentic
Diversity.

Peters states at the outset of his essay that he has two recommendations: “(1)
we should cease feeding the unhappy consciousness of the ELCA white
leadership and remove this white leadership from the center of our spiritual
attention and (2) we should ask people of color..about what they need and
would like to see happen in the ELCA." His subsequent discussion focuses
primarily on the document, “How Strategic and Authentic is our Diversity: A
Call for Confession, Reflection and Healing Action,” a product of the Task
Force for the Strategy Towards Authentic Diversity (STAD).

As such, we would like to begin with the largest problem with this paper: it is
built on a fundamental misrepresentation of the Strategy Towards Authentic
Diversity (STAD). Dr. Peters repeatedly asserts that the voices of “People of
Color” should have been included in the creation of the document and that we
need to listen more to “People of Color.” In fact, per the directive of the
resolution[3] which formed the Task Force that created the document, it was
written and shepherded by a team of 18+ rostered and lay leaders of color
from across the ELCA. In fact, there was representation from every Ethnic
Specific Association, each of the 9 regions, every expression of the church
(congregational, synodical & churchwide), as well as relevant ELCA affliated
organizations. The collaborative process of the document’s creation included,
per the direction of the resolution, engagement with the various divisions of
churchwide, and the Conference of Bishops.[4]

While the European Descent Lutheran Association for Racial Justice (EDLARJ)
was also included in the conversation, their input was limited to the final
editing phase and they actively deferred to the judgment of the leaders of
color. The Background Summary provided in the document clearly states the
resolution created, “a Task Force for Strategic Authentic Diversity composed
entirely of people of color (African Descent, American Indian and Alaska
Native, Asian and Pacific Islander, Arab and Middle Eastern, Latino) and
inclusive of immigrant and LGBTQIA+ identities."[5]

Peters writes as though there were few concrete, actionable suggestions
contained within STAD. He repeatedly calls for practical changes and laments



self-flagellation and centering white people’s feelings, but only once in 53
paragraphs (paragraph 37) does he refer to the concrete recommendations
found on pp. 11-16 of STAD. In fact, STAD consists almost entirely of concrete,
substantive changes at all levels of the church. Specifically, the document
offers recommendations in four areas: Healing (Urging Reflection, Awareness
and Training for rostered leaders, synods, seminaries, colleges and the
churchwide organization[6]), Structural Accountability (twelve
recommendations including the directing of resources, the creation of an
officer for Diversity Equity and Inclusion, and monitoring of “the duration of the
call process for people of color, particularly women of color[7]), Theological
Education and Leadership (fourteen recommendations including antiracism
training for supervisors for internship and ministry in context and contextual
education directors, and the creation of “a database of rostered and lay
leaders of color to create an effective networking platform”[8]), and
Partnership with Full Communion, Ecumenical, and Interreligious Partners and
Related Organizations (ten recommendations directing churchwide to review
racial audits occurring with partners, giving direction to congregations and
synods on where to find resources through partner organizations and
requiring documentation of authentic diversity representation on
organizational boards[?]).

The other subject Peters returns to repeatedly is his idea of “unhappy
consciousness” which Peters defines as, “a spiritual mindset that feels good
when feeling miserable.” He purports this mindset is the main motivation
behind the anti-racism work of the leadership of the ELCA and that this
mindset is what propelled those leaders to create STAD (par. 8). The latter, as
already stated, is demonstrably false as STAD was created not by white
leadership in the ELCA, but by BIPOC leaders who are working to call the
ELCA into a just, equitable way of doing God’s work in this world. To state the
document is a result of a desire to “self-flagellate” is a direct contradiction to
the stated spirit of the document: “The spirit and intent of the document are to
help us transcend the paralysis of guilt and blaming and reach a shared
accountability and honest relational engagement in the body of Christ.”[10,11]

Peters provides no evidence that STAD was created out of a desire to self-
flagellate or that ELCA leadership feels good when whipping themselves with
the sin of racism; he is basing a rather large part of his thesis on an
assumption. White guilt is certainly a stumbling block to anti-racism work, as
is the habit white people have of centering themselves and their needs while
pushing the needs of BIPOC to the side. However, there is no evidence that
white guilt or white-centering is the motivation for the ELCA addressing its
institutional racism, or for asking members to address their own racist beliefs



and behaviors. It is an incontrovertible fact that the ELCA has done., and
continues to do, great harm to its BIPOC members and BIPOC people writ
large, from our predecessor bodies funding of Indian Boarding schools [12]
and their overt and covert support of slavery [13], to chronically underfunding
BIPOC churches and leaders today. To make confession of these things is to
recognize harm done and ask for forgiveness. The call to confess and repent
of our institutional and individual racism does not indicate the ELCA
leadership is doing anything more than recognizing historical and continued
harm and asking for forgiveness, as we are commanded to do by Jesus in
scripture and taught by Martin Luther in the Augsburg Confession and other
writings.

It appears as though Peters conflates repeated calls to confession with
“unhappy consciousness’[14]. We do not agree that the Strategy for Authentic
Diversity itself or the calls to confession within the document and issued by our
churchwide structure perpetuate the spiritual mindset he calls, “unhappy
consciousness’ (par 5). Nor is it, as he asserts, a way that “white progressives
can keep obsessing about their own failings and perfections” (par 9). Is
confessing our sins in church on a weekly basis somehow a demonstration of
feeling good when we are wallowing? Should we stop this practice in the
event some may be getting stuck in guilt rather than turning around to live a
new life? Luther recognized our sinful nature and our continual need to
confess so that, through God's forgiveness, we might be opened up to God’s
grace. In the Lutheran tradition, confession is not meant as a method of self-
flagellation, rather something that is, “lovely and comforting[15],” because of
the work that God does in us when God forgives us.

It is true that confession often does not lead people to a lovely and comforting
feeling. If we are still burdened by our sins against our neighbor, Martin Luther
suggests confessing our sins to the person we have harmed[l16]. However,
concerning racism in our time and place, this runs into two problems. The first
is that this puts an unnecessary and painful burden on BIPOC who are forced
to hear these confessions over and over again and who may not be ready or
willing to forgive. The second is that white people’s sin of racism is not a sin
against one person, rather it is a sin against groups of people. This would
place the kind of confession suggested by the ELCA in a spot in-between
Luther’s belief that we should confess publicly to have our hearts broken open
to God’s grace through forgiveness and that we should confess privately for a
personal relief from our burdens.

While through the act of forgiveness we experience God's grace, and are,
ideally, driven to good works in response to God’s grace, we continue to call



for confession because those of us who are white continue to act in ways that
uphold racist systems because we benefit from those racist systems. White
people continue to hold beliefs and live in the world in ways that cause harm
to BIPOC people and ourselves. Our structures continue to be racist. The
matter is not, as Peters states, “already settled” (par 13). We must continue to
confess these sins so long as we continue to commit them. The church calls us
to confess these sins because many of us confess with our words but not with
our hearts; we have not yet reached a point of true contrition, whereby God's
grace shines upon us and we move forward doing good works (in this case,
being actively anti-racist) as a response to the experience of God's grace.

Now that we have addressed the two major, problematic, assumptions that
undergird Peter’s work, we will address the problematic racism that lies
within. Paragraphs 10 and 11 of his paper attempt to define prejudice and
racism, but, instead, show a lack of understanding of racism. Peters seems to
only understand racism as an institutional issue and prejudice as interpersonal
behavior (par10). In addition, he seems to believe that it is possible for people
to be completely rid of prejudice (par 11). Institutional racism is one of many
dimensions of racism, in addition to interpersonal and systemic. White
individuals can be, and are, racist, by virtue of being born into a society that
consistently glorifies whiteness.

In addition to his inaccurate definitions of racism and prejudice as well as
confusing uses of the terms, Peters uses the term, “white racism.” Use of this
term implies that there are other kinds of racism distinct from the racism
perpetrated by white people. While there are other kinds of race based
prejudice, racism requires a level of structural power that is solely held by
white people. In his work, Black Theology and Black Power, Dr. James Cone
address the idea of “Black racism” thusly:

Black racism is a myth created by whites to ease their guilt feelings. As long
as whites can be assured blacks are racists, they can find reasons to justify
their own oppression of black people. This tactic seems to be a favorite
device of white liberals who, intrigued by their own unselfish involvement in
civil rights for the “Negro,” like to pride themselves on their liberality
toward blacks. White racists who are prepared to defend the outright
subjugation of blacks need no such myth.The myth is needed by those who
intend to keep things as they are, while pretending that things are in fact
progressing. When confronted with the fact that the so called progress is
actually nonexistent, they can easily offer an explanation by pointing to the
“white backlash” caused by “black racism."[17]
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There is no moderating term required for racism. As Dr. Cone states, white
people create other kinds of racism in order to deflect from their own racism.,
but there is only one kind of racism, and that is the kind which is perpetuated
by whites.

Peters appears to object to the entire category of whiteness by virtue of the
fact that it is an unstable category. For certain, the category of who is white
has evolved throughout the history of the United States, but it has its roots in
Christians working to justify Black enslavement.[18] Beginning in the 1500’s,
Europeans who desired to kidnap and sell or purchase other humans began to
create theories of racial hierarchy with the lightest skinned at the top and
those with the darkest skin on the bottom — these earliest theories were
created by manipulating Christian scripture or creating extra-Biblical
narratives out of thin air. By the mid-1600’s, this racial hierarchy had solidified
as noted by Morgan Goodwin who noted racist planters had made “‘those
two words, Negro and Slave’ synonymous, while “White” was ‘the general
name for Europeans.”"[19] Over our national history, various peoples have
been brought into the category of white to stand in opposition to the "other,”
those who are to be kept in their place, without political or economic power.

Dr. Peters argues against the use of whiteness as a category through a
graphic demonstrating what (we assume) he believes is the ethnic diversity of
the ELCA. He demonstrates a misunderstanding of the concept of whiteness
and how it is used to reinforce structural racism. Peters is not wrong to suggest
that the ELCA is ethnically diverse. While there is overlap between race and
ethnicity. they are both social constructs used to organize people, but they are
not the same thing.

Race has elements of power and hierarchy and is something that is generally
assigned a person by the society around them in order to reinforce that
society’s power structure. Many of the qualities that are generally associated
with a particular race have been assigned by those who hold power in a
society; those characteristics are not generally embraced by the members of
the race. Ethnicity, “focuses attention on differences in meanings, values and
ways of living (social practices) that are often regarded as equally viable and
do not establish a status ranking among the groups.”[20] People often claim
their own ethnicity, rather than it being externally imposed, and are generally
willing to claim these differences in social practices. Ethnic identity has more of
a focus on how people within the group define themselves and racial identity
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have been categorized as being within that race.

In his effort to discuss the diversity of the ELCA, Peters carefully delineates the
many European nations ELCA members descend from (graphic following par.
14). He then relegates the rest of the world to continentally-based ethnic
groups. There is not the same respect for, or knowledge of, the strong
Lutheran communities in Tanzania, Madagascar, Palestine, or Indonesia as
there is for the communities our members descend from in Europe. Here,
Peters is showing how he applies value to certain Lutherans over others, and
reflecting a much greater problem in the wider ELCA. Throughout the ELCA,
these European nations from which many Lutheran descend receive far more
respect and analysis than Lutherans from other continents. This diversity of
people from European nations, or all of the languages, cultures, and peoples
represented within the ELCA, does not make the ELCA racially diverse[21],
(e.g Lots of people who descended from Scandanavian Lutherans are still a
lot of white Lutherans). Racial diversity, not diversity of nation of descent, is
the goal that was addressed (however poorly) by the ELCA in 1987 and is the
primary diversity STAD is working to address today [22].

One final point we would like to address is Peters wholesale dismissal of Anti-
Racism trainings. There is a necessary conversation to be had about effective
Anti-Racism training and whether BIPOC should be required to attend such
trainings given the pain they often experience as a result. The ELCA and its
subsidiaries too often rely on organizations with which they have had a long
standing relationship, many of which engage models of Anti-Racism training
that are not effective. This is by no means a reason to throw out the concept as
a whole. There are many local and national organizations and individuals
that do effective, culturally sensitive and trauma informed Anti-Racism
trainings. The STAD document is intentional about including Anti-Racism
Training in its recommendations for the church as an entry point for Healing,
and as a way forward with accountability. Within the document there are
suggestions of resources [23] and recommendations with specific guidelines

that address the named concerns and therefore would strengthen Anti-Racism
trainings across the ELCA. [24]

Whether Dr. Peters intentionally disregarded the voices of the leaders of color
behind the document or did so inadvertently, his dismissal of their work is a
distraction from the work to which the document calls us as individuals,
congregations, synods, colleges, seminaries, and as a whole ELCA. In the
words of Toni Morrison:
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from doing your work. It keeps you explaining, over and over again, your
reason for being. Somebody says you have no language and you spend
twenty years proving that you do. Somebody says your head isn't shaped
properly so you have scientists working on the fact that it is. Somebody
says you have no art, so you dredge that up. Somebody says you have no
kingdoms, so you dredge that up. None of this is necessary. There will
always be one more thing. [25]

The action of the JLE editorial board in printing the essay by Ted Peters
without a review of its foundational accuracy is one such distraction. This
essay is an excellent example of a “liberal” white male trying very hard to
declare he is not racist while upholding white supremacy. This is a problem in
society in general, but in academia in particular, as white people talk about
racism and white supremacy without actually doing their own internal work
on their own racism or doing the appropriate amount of external work to
research the issue at hand. For too long, white people, white men in
particular, have simply been taken at their word on matters of race, while
BIPOC are questioned at every turn. The ability to make statements without
citations and reference one’s own work with the assumption that the reader
will know what the author means is an ability afforded only to white men in
academia. This issue of JLE, and Dr. Peters article, in particular, are prime
examples of this.

Unfortunately, this distraction has served its purpose in redirecting the energy
and time of the BIPOC leaders who wrote the document, the BIPOC leaders
on the Advisory Team for the document and the authors of this response. Until
the Journal of Lutheran Ethics issues a public apology and full retraction of the
erroneous article there is little hope for change. But that distraction ends here,
as we refocus ourselves now on the task at hand and close this essay with the
words of the document that has caused such disruption.

As siblings in Christ, baptized into the priesthood of all believers, we must
hold one another accountable in confession and repentance. Racism may
affect each of us differently, but we must take responsibility for our
participation, acknowledge our complicity, repent of our sin, move toward
restoration, and pray to God for reconciliation. [26]
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Endnotes

1. Rev. Priscilla Paris Austin is pastor of Immanuel Lutheran Church (ELCA) in the South
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EDITORIAL

a mix, might we gain something from distinguishing
the elements in the mix? The document hints at this
when we read, “The ELCA recognizes the perpetuation
of racism still exists within the denomination despite per-
sonal good intentions.” Note, “despite personal good inten-
tions.” This suggests that ferreting out racial prejudice
from institutional racism might aid us in the diagnosis and
therapy.

This is why I would like further consideration given to
dealing separately with prejudice and racism. ‘Prejudice’
denotes personal or cultural bias, whereas ‘racism’ denotes
impersonal instituional structures that function in a dis-
crimmatory way. If we use the term, ‘racism’, when talk-
ing about ’prejudice’, it will turn everyone's attention to
white spirituality. It will keep the whites at the center of
attention. We in the ELCA need to turn our attention away
from the white center of our institution toward the margins
where our church life connects-or should connect-with
individuals and families of color in our neighborhoods and
communities.

Even though in today’s media, these two are equated,
retrieving the distinction between prejudice and racism
within the ELCA could be helpful in supplying the right
remedy to the right problem. Anti-racism seminars cer-
tainly can be helpful for dealing with prejudice, to be sure:
but when we wish to attack institutional racism we need a
different strategy, a more practical strategy.

Letme provide one diagnostic example, namely, slotting.
As a faculty member cultivating the academic and profes-
sional growth of seminarians, I observed over the years an
unusual pattern of assignment. I call it ‘slotting’.

Each spring at seminary when a graduating class of
M.Div. students was budding, bishops would show up to
make their selections. When an African American or Span-
ish speaking candidate would appear, the bishops licked
their chops like a hungry teenager smelling the aroma of
dinner cooking on the kitchern stove.

Once the exotic student of color had been assigned, the
synodical bishop would offer this person a special ministry.
These special ministries came in two slots, tokenism or seg-
regation.

The first slot was tokenism. That is, the student would be
given an administrative position, show up at meetings, get
on and off airplanes with a briefcase, and demonstrate to
the world that our church is a diverse church. Qur persons
of color have by and large performed magnificently in their
role of administrative leaders, to be sure; but this practice
in itself has not quashed institutional racism.

The other slot would be a segregated parish assignment.
An African American seminarian would be sent to an
African American parish. A Spanish speaking student to
a Spanish speaking neighborhood to create a parish brand
new. And so on. The net effect was racism in the form of

segregation such as existed in our Lutheran churches prior
to the Civil Rights Movement in the 1950s. Parishes with an
ethnic heritage such as Norwegian, Swedish, or German
would be denied the opportunity to get the feel of being
a diverse church by enjoying a person-of-color as their
pastor.

To be sure, our bishops have “good intentions” and are
personally well meaning; they have an earnest passion
for making the ELCA an inclusive church. To fault them
for racial prejudice would miss the mark. Our bishops
in no way support white privilege or advocate for white
supremacy. Just the opposite. Yet, institutional racism
continues.

Sending our bishops to one more antiracism workshop
will not address the concern here. What we need is a more
clearly thought-through strategy for practical outreach.

Now, let me pause with a second thought. Our
churchwide administration and our synodical bishops
practice tokenism and segregation with the result that
our denomination remains predominantly white. Maybe
an antiracism workshop-a cleverly designed antiracism
workshop-might be called for after all!

5 | THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION
“Congregations of color are closing at a higher rate than
white congregations.” I want to thank the drafting team
for mentioning this. It is this fact more than others that
should prompt our seminary deans and faculties to ask:
how should we transform our curriculum? Our new cur-
riculum should include very specific training for ministry
to and with communities of color, diverse ethnicities, and
refugees in the neighborhoods of our congregations. In
our energing post-Covid 19 era, this should include online
international communities as well. These are practical
extensions of what seminary education is already doing
well.

Here is the diagnosis and therapy proposed by Authentic
Diversity:

Over the years, theological education within
the ELCA has failed to equip Lutherans
with an understanding of the gospel that
can help dismantle racist practices and struc-
ture within our churches and institutions.
The inadequacy of theological education and
leadership formation in our church should
be addressed by engaging voices from the
margins.

The Authentic Diversity diagnosis is that our seminaries
have failed to teach the “gospel.” Their prescribed therapy









