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From the perspective of the Rev. Laura Taylor de Palomino, the church’s pastor, the diversity is not
just something the church works around or tolerates. “We see diversity as a gift and something to
celebrate,” she said.
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While this kind of deeply multicultural church still is rare -- only about 7 percent of congregations in
the United States are multiracial -- a new study shows that immigrants are changing the face of
churches in America. In one of its most significant findings, the National Congregations Study showed
an increase in the ethnic diversity of congregations. The number of people in congregations with no
recent immigrants fell from 61 percent in 1998 to 49 percent in 2006-07, the study showed.

The change reflects the continuing waves of immigration to the United States, said Mark Chaves, the
director of the study, which encompasses information gathered in 45-minute interviews with leaders
or staff members at more than 1,500 congregations across the country.

Questions to consider:

+ Does the presupposition that
multiculturalism happens when
others flow into white institutions
further perpetuate white cultural
dominance? Why don't we talk
about whites joining immigrant or
ethnic institutions?

« What theological convictions and
ecclesiological practices are
foundational for churches desiring
to become multicultural? Is it
necessary first to name and
wrestle with stereotypes and
power dynamics inside and
outside of the church?

“There are more immigrants in them because there are
more immigrants in society,” said Chaves, a professor of
sociology, religion and divinity at Duke University.

The changing demographics raise new challenges for
churches and church leaders. Those who have made the
effort to welcome new immigrants say it can be a
difficult task: How do church leaders first reach out and
then embrace immigrant populations? How do they do
it without alienating their current members? But
leaders who advocate the idea say that intentionally
welcoming new arrivals to this country into their
churches is essential to the witness of the church.

“If we really want to fully experience the face of God, we
are only going to experience it through the lens of
different cultures,” said the Rev. Stephen S. Dudek,
priest at Holy Name of Jesus, a Catholic church in the

Grand Rapids, Mich., suburb of Wyoming.
= Churches often worry about

alienating current members when
seeking to attract new ones. This is
a legitimate pastoral concern, but
what does it say about the
proclamation and witness of the
church that members default to
considerations about their own
alienation and discomfort?

A difficult challenge

Integrating recent immigrants into churches can be
challenging, particularly for existing mainline
Protestant congregations. For one thing, churches still
remain largely segregated. Membership at mainline
Protestant churches, for example, is 91 percent white,
according to the February 2008 U.S. Religious
Landscape Survey by the Pew Forum on Religion and
Public Life.

And many immigrants prefer to create their own church communities, said Helen Rose Ebaugh, a
sociology professor at the University of Houston and co-author of “Religion and The New Immigrants:
Continuities and Adaptations in Immigrant Congregations.”

“This business of integrating churches is not easy. It's not. It's extremely difficult,” Ebaugh said.

This is borne out in the National Congregations Study, which did not show any change in the number
of truly multiracial churches. Still, the study showed that predominantly white congregations are more
ethnically diverse than they were in 1998. The number of people in congregations with no Latinos has
declined from 43 percent in 1998 to 36 percent in 2006-07. The number of people in congregations
with no Asians also has dropped, from 59 percent in 1998 to 50 percent in 2006-07.

Also working against mainline Protestant churches is the fact that few immigrants say they are
connected with those denominations. Nearly half of immigrants who arrived in the United States
between 2000 and 2007 identified themselves as Catholic, according to the Pew survey, while only 5

percent said they were affiliated with a mainline Protestant church. Thirteen percent said they were
affiliated with evangelical churches.

The Catholic Church has been active in welcoming the newcomers. Many churches hold separate
masses in Spanish or other languages for their members. At St. Joseph Parish, a Catholic church in
Spring Valley, N.Y., mass is conducted in English and four other languages. The church offers English
classes and programs that try to help immigrants feel at home in the United States, said the Rev.
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Rudolph F. Gonzalez, but he admits it takes time.

“It's a process, | think, and for new immigrants, church becomes a haven when everything else seems
so foreign,” said Gonzalez, himself an immigrant from Guatemala.

The Rev. David Schoen advises congregations that if they want to reach out to the community, their
churches should reflect their communities. That can mean a focus on music, language or diversity in
leadership said Schoen, leader of the congregational vitality and discipleship ministry team at the
United Church of Christ.

He also encourages congregations to get to know their neighborhoods and become sensitive to their
neighborhoods’ needs. “I believe the more that a congregation reflects the neighborhood where it is set
and planted, the more vital it can be,” Schoen said.

In many areas, those neighborhoods are changing. The National Congregations Study showed that the
number of people whose congregations are located in areas where at least 5 percent of the residents
are Latinos or have immigrated to the United States since 1980 also has increased since 1998.

Why welcome immigrants?

If attracting immigrants is so difficult, what compels some congregations to reach out to them,
especially when many immigrants come together to form their own churches? Church leaders point to
the Bible.

“If we really look at Scripture carefully, we discover that migration is the canvas upon which the sacred
story of salvation history is painted and comes to life,” said Dudek, the priest at Holy Name of Jesus
who has taught cross-cultural ministry for Aquinas College in Grand Rapids.

In an article in the February 2008 issue of New Theology Review, Dudek wrote about the story of

Ruth: “[N]ameless like so many immigrants and people of color today, her place of origin and family
connection with Israel define her (Ruth 2:6).” He later wrote: “Ruth helped Israel break free of the
chains of ethnocentrism. Could it be that at this time in our own nation’s history, when immigrants are
suspect, that our salvation might hinge upon foreigners as well?”

The Hebrew Bible and the Christian New Testament teach equal justice and love for all people, said
Taylor de Palomino, the pastor at Christ Presbyterian Church. She sees it as a privilege and gift to be
able to worship with others with different forms of expression. She cited Revelation 7:9, saying she
believes that “multicultural worship in this life is a prelude to what life will be like in heaven.”

Crossing boundaries

While the Bible provides the rationale, the reality of building a truly diverse church depends on making
genuine connections and sharing power -- an area in which church leaders have a major role to play.

In his article, “Becoming Inclusive Communities of Faith,” for New Theology Review, Dudek described
a framework for churches to become more culturally and racially inclusive. In it, he described an
“intercultural dialogue ladder” that “enables congregations to get beyond ethnic communities living
side by side without any connection to each other.”

One step is relationship-building. It cannot be forced, but it should be encouraged, perhaps around
opportunities that focus on sharing and food, he wrote. He also wrote that for newcomers to feel like
they belong, the long-time church members “must not only share space and resources, they have to
create them anew. The biggest danger at this point is to offer others solely what is left over or
inconsistent with the in-group’s mission.”

Dudek also views storytelling as a sacred act. “There is no better way for cultures to connect than
through the sharing of life stories that inspire and heal,” Dudek wrote.

Taylor de Palomino, whose congregation has been culturally diverse almost since it was started, is a
member of a multicultural covenant team made up of several churches that meets every month. She is
also a field staff member for multicultural ministries for the Presbyterian Churches (USA).

“I think for a church to be genuinely multicultural, the leadership of the pastor is important and the



attitude of the congregation is equally important,” Taylor de Palomino said. Sometimes churches
invite newcomers into their church but ask them to leave their culture at the door, she said.

That hasn’t been the case at Christ Presbyterian. The 2006 Advent celebration, for example, featured a
different region of the world each week. One week, a church member from Ghana sang a carol in Twi.
The next week, church members from the Philippines sang in Tagalog. Taylor de Palomino served pita
bread during the week focusing on the Middle East.

Priscilla Cardoso is from Brazil and has been in the United States for seven years. She is a member of
Christ Presbyterian Church, which she says is very much like her family.

For her, it doesn’t matter where other members come from or if their traditions are different from
hers.

“We are Christian. We have the Bible. We think the same way,” Cardoso said. “We have a church. We
can help each other.”

And incorporating immigrants isn’t just a special-occasion effort, Taylor de Palomino said. About half
of the church’s deacons and elders are immigrants. Leadership positions in churches can be important
for immigrants, said Ebaugh, the sociologist from Rice.

Immigrants often are “downwardly mobile” because they may not speak English well or may lack the
credentials to practice their profession in the United States. So, church leadership may be an area in
which they can compensate for the loss in status, Ebaugh said.

“If they come into these Christian churches and they are not allowed to be choir director or study group
leader, that is a function of church that doesn’t get met for these people,” Ebaugh said.

Being a good listener and having patience are two important traits for any church leader who wants to
make his or her church more diverse, said the Rev. Kevin Baker, pastor at Reconciliation United
Methodist Church in Durham, N.C., where Anglo, African-American and Latino members pray
together each week.

When the church opened in the late 1990s as a multicultural church, there weren’t any complaints
because the people who were there knew that the church sought to welcome members from all
different backgrounds, Baker said. It didn't take long, however, for people to get set in their ways. He
heard complaints about the number of songs sung in Spanish on Sundays or concerns that the church
needed to do a better job of reaching out to African Americans.

As pastor of the church, Baker said he tries to help people reframe some of their complaints to tone
down seemingly biting comments. Once people sit down and discuss their complaints, the issues can
be addressed more amicably, he said.

Reconciliation UMC has started storytelling sessions where members are asked to share something

that is unique to them as a person and to their background and culture. In each session, two people
are asked to speak for about 15 minutes. The hope is that the stories will serve as introductions that
will spark a dialogue between the storyteller and other church members.

“We’'re hoping to create enough interest so people want to know more,” Baker said.

Sharing food, sharing stories and sharing leadership are all part of making congregations look like the
rest of America -- and the kingdom of God, say those involved in the effort.

“This is our stock. This is our roots,” Schoen said. “This is our heritage and this is our future.”
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