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ABSTRACT 
With the influx of urban populations into the suburban context, (as a result of 

gentrification, redlining, and zoning) youth ministries in the suburban setting have either 
already changed demographics or are on the brink of changing demographics. The word “urban,” 
conversely, has morphed into a more cultural location rather than a geographic location. 
Therefore, the once White, suburban, affluent youth ministry needs to engage the demographic, 
cultural, and ethnic change it is has already endured or is about to come into contact with. 
However, what typically occurs in these suburban youth ministries is that the “standardized” 
model of ministry is used without truly reaching or understanding the urban multicultural, 
multi-ethnic youth’s world. In this paper I historicize the urban/ suburban emergence in youth 
ministries. Then, through four case studies of multi-ethnic urban youth who were raised in an 
urban/ suburban youth ministry then tracked on a five year timeline, I discuss the pitfalls, errors, 
and social ignorance perpetrated against them by these ministries. Finally, I will argue that 
unless good intentions, tokenism, racial ignorance, and paternalism are engaged and dealt with, 
the widening gulf between White’s and ethnic minorities will continue to grow and youth 
ministries will not fulfill Christ’s mandate in the Great Commission of reaching the Nations in 
our communities. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The ministry flaunted itself as a “community leader”; an organization that was 
“for youth in the city” and “creating relationships across cultures.” The ministry had 
been in the city for a decade, had city wide support and a major funder who requested 
all its money go to “urban needs.” The youth that this organization served came from 
under resourced schools and most were from single parent families. Moreover, the 
crime rate where this ministry was located was in a fairly decent “crime zone” 
according to the cities “crime tracker.” The ministry leaders operated out of their home 
and one of them was a former educator in the public school system that still had many 
connections to high ranking administrators. They attended numerous PTA meetings, 



2 

 
opened their home for community meetings, had a vision for the future in their 
community, were avidly connected to numerous local churches, touted a “holistic 
approach” to ministry, and, of course, loved Jesus. A seemingly “perfect” ministry 
organization which is holistic, connected in the community, has the trust of the people, 
and is following out Christ’s mandate to serve and bring the Gospel to the lost. 

However, under this veil of seemingly perfectionist ministry, one needed only to 
ask a student who attended this ministry “what are your perceptions of this 
organization” and the answers were astoundingly contrary to the public persona of this 
organization: “I’ve never really ever felt welcomed here as a Black person, “ stated one 
young woman. “They have plastic all over their furniture so that we don’t get their nice 
stuff dirty. What’s up with that” exclaimed another young woman. One young man 
asserted, “I never feel at home with them; like there is always a straight arm every time 
I enter their property.” To add insult to racial injury, the family had added a type of 
“outhouse” bathroom addition to their home so that the students would not enter and 
use their personal bathroom. They had built an additional meeting room to their house 
as well, however the furniture was covered in both plastic and/ or sheets and the 
students were made to stand if they could not fit on the four person couch. Moreover, 
the organizations underlying ethos was one of pity and superiority over the students 
they served. I know all this because I not only worked at this organization and was the 
only ethnic minority in leadership but also because I interviewed many of the youth 
who a part of this organization and came through it. 

Unfortunately, this type of attitude, insolence, and racial effect on students is not 
uncommon among many White/ Euro American led urban ministries. Further, what 
compounded this phenomenon further was the fact that the two founders and leaders 
had no idea their impact among their students and assumed things were “great” among 
dwindling middle and high school student numbers. Therefore, the need for multi-
racial literacy is needed coupled with strong personal ethnic identity awareness for 
White/ Euro American leaders of youth organizations and churches.  

The influx of non-White students into suburban White churches is inevitable.1 
Therefore, it is not just urban youth ministries dealing with racial, ethnic, and 
intercultural communication issues. The racial and ethnic composition of the U.S. is 
changing rapidly and the coming generation of youth are the highest group of “non-
religious” population conjoined with the most diverse (Dean 2010; Smith 2011; Smith 
2005). Thus, these types of issues can become a much larger problem of the continuing 
significance of race in America.2 

This article is an exploratory study into the growing intersection of suburban and 
urban contexts in youth ministry. With the influx of gentrification in many urban cities 
in America (Webber 1996), ethnic minority students (predominantly Black and Latino) 
are making their presence known in what has been a traditionally White youth ministry 
setting in the suburbs. With the mixture of these students in traditional youth ministry 
settings, the growing issues of racism, lack of intercultural communication skills, 
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deficiency in diversity competencies and a sheer lack of multi-cultural perspectives is 
creating a major rift in youth groups, a wider racial gap between ethnic groups, and a 
continuing chasm with those who are unchurched and those who are churched.3 
Therefore, youth ministries in the suburban context are either on the brink of a multi-
ethnic influx or already there. The word “urban,” conversely, has morphed into a more 
cultural location rather than a geographic location. Therefore, the once White, 
suburban, affluent youth ministry needs to engage this rising demographic, cultural, 
and ethnic change it is has already endured or is about to come into contact with. 
Because, what typically occurs in these suburban youth ministries is the 
“standardized”4 model of ministry is embraced without truly reaching or 
understanding the urban multicultural, multi-ethnic youth’s world.5 

In this paper I briefly historicize the urban/ suburban emergence in youth 
ministries. Then, through four case studies of multi-ethnic urban youth who were 
raised in an urban/ suburban youth ministry then tracked on a five year timeline, I 
discuss the pitfalls, errors, and social ignorance perpetrated against them by these 
ministries. Finally, I will argue that unless good intentions, tokenism, racial ignorance, 
and paternalism are engaged and dealt with, the widening gulf between White’s and 
ethnic minorities will continue to grow and youth ministries will not fulfill Christ’s 
mandate in the Great Commission of reaching the Nations in our communities. 

 

THE URBAN EMERGENCE 

The range of this article does not permit me to do an exhaustive treatment of the 
rise of the post-industrial society and urban gentrification. Great scholars and urban 
ethnographers such as Daniel Bell (1973), Mike Davis (1996), Andrew Wiese (2004), 
Melvin Webber (1996), Josh Sides (2003), and Harvey Cox (1965, 1984) treat these issues 
well. What I will do here is to briefly highlight the key areas of significance over the last 
thirty years and to expound on certain moments which have created the urban 
suburban blend we see now. 

The end of the 60’s decade marked the beginning of what most scholars and 
cultural theorists call the postmodern6/ post soul era.7 The 1970’s brought with it a 
significant rise in urban populations and the growing number of poor almost doubled 
from that of the prior two decades for Blacks and Latinos (Sides 2003; Wiese 2004). 
Cities were growing, but not in a functional way. To understand this better, a brief look 
into what was happening the prior two decades is necessary. 

Around the late 1950’s and early 1960’s, the beginnings of the first wave of what 
was to be called deindustrialization began to occur. Businesses began to find it more 
profitable to outsource their work, pay less in benefits, use cheaper labor, and 
ultimately generate larger profits for the shareholders. This adversely affected Black 
and Brown communities. What began to happen was a fragmentation of the middle 
class and a growth of people in poverty. The American economy was beginning to 
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change; it was shifting from an industrial economy to one more focused on technology 
and highly skilled labor—which paid a lot more but required specialized training and 
education.  Because of historic discrimination in colleges, many Blacks and Latinos 
found it difficult to compete with peers with specialized degrees; jobs in the aerospace 
industry, for example, did not typically hire Blacks, moreover, if the applicant did not 
have the necessary training, there was no point in applying. Todd Boyd notes, “We’re 
not talking about people who had careers. We’re talking about people who had jobs. If 
you have a job you are dependent on that job. So when that factory closes, you are in 
essence assed out.”8 By the late 1960’s, most of those thriving factories have 
disappeared. In the wake of this loss, nothing is put into place for the thousands of 
workers now out of a job.  

By 1968, you have full deindustrialization with many of these corporations 
leaving the U.S. to go to Mexico, India, and China (Sides 2003, Wiese 2004). The once 
hopeful and almost cheerful Black and Latino middle class was dismantled and 
beginning to crumble. The Black generation born during the mid to late 60’s were in 
worse financial and social shape than the predecessor generations—moreover, these 
new generations were growing up without Black leaders and visionaries such as Martin 
Luther King, Bobby Seal, and Malcolm X. What was worse, is that there were very few 
programs who could handle and deal with the significant rise in Black families who 
were not jobless. To add insult to injury, many Blacks—some of which volunteered in 
search for work— were recruited into the army who fought and died in the Vietnam 
War which was raging during the late 60’s. During the height of the U.S. involvement in 
Vietnam (1965-69), Blacks who formed only 11% of the population at that time, made 
up 12.6% of the soldiers in Vietnam; the majority of these were in the infantry; although 
some statistics differ on the figures, the percentage of Black combat fatalities was a 
staggering 14.9%.9 

On Thursday March 10, 1975—eleven years after the Civil Rights Movement, an 
entire section of the Los Angeles Times entitled “A Ghetto is Slow to Die” engaged this 
very real phenomena in the Black community. John Kendall researched families and the 
economic structures from 1963-1975 and stated that, “The fearful live behind protective 
bars and double locks. High schools are graduating functional illiterates.” He also 
asserts that “Little has changed in the basic conditions of the Black ghetto in 10 years 
since the Watts riots erupted…” The article was a sobering reality palette which did not 
give a very promising future for anyone living in ghetto like conditions, but principally 
for Blacks. Kendall continues to say that “Some black people have got businesses; some 
professionals have gotten into significant jobs. But if you talk about the masses or that 
guy who was in trouble in ’65, it is more difficult now.” The social manifest that so 
many Black churches fought to create and instill was surmised in one word for life: 
survival. 

In essence, once deindustrialization began and developed, large swatches of the 
Black and Latino community laid in financial ruin in its wake (Wiese 2004). What little 
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capital and access to education Blacks and Latinos had, by the early 1960’s, began to 
wither away and create a distinct ghetto ripe with anger, those searching for answers, 
and a disenfranchisement from the rest of American society. Combine that with police 
brutality—a fundamental element in the anger behind the Watts Riots in 1963 (Sides 
2003)—racism within almost every system in America and social structures who tended 
to see Blacks and Latino youth as rebels, communists, and those “outside” of American 
society, you have a volatile mixture for social upheaval and shifting. Additionally, the 
young people born during this time period who witnessed this societal shift would 
become the grandmothers and grandfathers of the first Hip Hop generation (Hodge 
2010; Kitwana 2003).10 The 1970’s ended with large overcrowded ghettos and a lack of 
hope for many youth. 

The 1980’s did not present a better “America” for ethnic minorities living in 
urban conditions either. Unemployment, further disenfranchisement, and the rise of the 
suburban complex took place during this decade. “White Flight,” as it became known, 
was the marked sign of affluence for those who could afford it and the first wave of 
Black and Brown families began to emerge in the suburban context. This societal 
“moving up” was reflected in societal production television shows like The Cosby Show, 
The Fresh Prince of Bel Aire, and even Different Strokes.11 Shows like these showed 
educated, Black families living an idealized “American Dream” which also spoke to the 
increase in multi-ethnic families moving into suburban areas. 

But by the 1990’s “urban renewal” was a term that was synonymous with 
gentrification (Jacobs and Appleyard 1996) and the inner city would once again change 
and shift. While not all “urban renewal” was detrimental to those who are poor and/ or 
disenfranchised, the bulk of it displaced many families much of whom were Black and 
Latino (Lupton 2005, 2011). For example, the addition of the Staples Center in Los 
Angeles, displaced over 1,000 families living in that community either through coerced 
placement or property tax increases which left families, many of whom had owned 
homes in that area for three generations, without a home and in a tough rental market 
(Shook 2006; Sides 2003). The families displaces had little to no recourse as they did not 
have any strong networks or connections with civil lawyers. Moreover, many of these 
families at the time, were living at or near the poverty line hence, the next place to move 
and live, because rents were cheaper, was the suburban context. By the late 1990’s many 
Black, Latino, and lower middle class Whites/ Euro Americans saw themselves in the 
suburban landscape trying to survive and live. Inner cities were becoming transformed 
and (Soja 1989, 2000)12 

The 2000’s usher in a new type of youth: the millennial and as Bakari Kitwana 
argues in his book, Why White Kids Love Hip Hop, the urban and Black element of 
popular culture was a fascination for many White youth because it became a voice for 
them in their developmental years (2005, 17-52).13 The 2000’s also see the largest growth 
in ethnic minorities leaving cities because such factors like rent, cost of living, and 
education were better suited there. Further, suburban White youth are enthralled by 
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Black popular culture—especially Hip Hop—and suburban White/ Euro American 
youth welcomed the Hip Hop cultural style they were receiving from their new found 
neighbors. 

In the meantime, youth ministry resources did not change their focus and scope 
to that of urban multi-cultural in order to meet the new challenge. From, at the very 
least, 1990 to the present, White / Euro American youth have been in love with Hip 
Hop, urban, Black pop culture and their style, language, and prose reflects that. Yet, the 
material in which we “learn” about youth does not. This is one of the problems when 
doing youth ministry and leads to youth workers not being prepared to deal with the 
diversity within their ministries. Thus, the youth worker is already at a disadvantage 
when they engage their youth because a lot of the training material does not connect 
with the urban, Black cultural impression within their youth.14 

And so, in the next section of this article, my research will reveal this cultural and 
racial gap among White/ Euro American youth workers. This research took place 
among five youth who were raised during the late 80’s and early 90’s into the 2000’s 
within these very suburban ministries that I have been mentioning. They are the 
offspring of the post-industrial urban shift which I have discussed in this last section. 

 

THE VOICE: YOUTH ON THE MARGINS 

The research for this article is based on four urban15 former students/ mentees of 
mine between the years 2005-2010. Two female and two males compose the gender and 
Mexican American, African American, Caribbean, and a mixture of Euro American 
comprise the ethnic makeup of this group. The interviews were conducted bi-monthly 
from 2005-2007 and then five times a year after. The interviews and research began in 
later summer 2005 while I was finishing up doctoral studies at Fuller Theological 
Seminary. Semi-structured interviews were utilized from 2005-2007.. From the fall of 
2007 to 2010 active interviews were used in group settings as all but one of the students 
had graduated from high school. All the students were living in a gentrified urban/ 
suburban donut and attending a predominantly White/ Euro American affluent church 
which had once been located in a primarily White/ Euro American community in 
Southern California. Each of the students started attending the church in early middle 
school and continued on through their early college years. I chose these students 
primarily for five reasons: 1) they were the most outspoken on issues of race, class, and 
gender in the group, 2) they each represented an ethnic minority group, 3) they were 
each leaders of their respective peers, 4) each had some type of leadership position in 
their late high school years, and 5) they represented the feelings of many ethnic 
minorities who did not have the access each of them did to senior leadership.16 My wife 
and I also worked/ volunteered for this ministry organization and had access to 
detailed information in regards to training and background context 
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All of the names have been changed in this article to protect the identity of the 

participants. Further, any identifying names and / or attributes to the ministry 
organization have been removed as well. What follows is not an exhaustive breadth of 
their experience; rather, using grounded theory, themes and patterns will be 
highlighted to connect their experiences to the broader issue of what Soong-Chan Rah 
describes as “Western Cultural Captivity” (2009, 27-44) among White/ Euro American 
evangelical churches. 

Sally was a young African American woman who was raised by her 
grandmother. She started attending the ministry she was a part of since she was 
thirteen. She states: 

I thought it was cool at first. Everyone came at me like they wanted to 
get to know me. So, I was like, cool. They showed me love and treated 
me real nice. I never noticed, initially, the mess that was going on 
behind the scenes.  

Sally was a model student and was responsible for bringing in the other three students 
for this research. She also became a mouthpiece for this ministry and populated the 
youth group in great numbers. Once again she says: 

I was like, damn, they serving us food and treating people nice. So, 
I’m gonna bring in my friends. I know, knew, a lot of people. So if I’m 
experiencing something good, then I’m gonna tell other people about 
that….[pauses] [looks away] I’m not sure if I’d do that again knowing 
what I know now. 

Sally worked her way into the leadership of this ministry and became the “model 
minority” for the organization in videos and fundraising events.17 

Dave was a large African American male who dominated the room with his 
seven inch high afro and booming voice. Yet, he was a “teddy bear,” as Sally referred to 
him, and had/ has a heart for missions. He brought in thirty of his friends over the four 
years he attended this ministry. He tells us: 

Yeah man…those years were a trip. I always felt like I was a painting 
in some art gallery. The people would look and stare at me, never 
really connect, keep their distance, and love it when I performed for 
them. I never really fit in, but…[pauses] where else was I gonna go? 
My mom and dad could care less and that was the only place I found 
a space to be loved. 

In this particular interview Dave relays the tension he felt between the good that was 
being done in the ministry and the racism he was feeling. This is often an enigmatic 
feeling which arises in many ethnic minority youth in these situations.18 There is 
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“good” happening, but the feeling of acceptance and being a “part” of something is 
contrasted. Dave is became a professional wrestler in the WWE (Word Wrestling 
Entertainment). 

Kim was one of Sally’s recruits and attended the youth ministry for only three 
years. She lived in Long Beach—about an hour and a half commute via public 
transportation—and developmentally came into her own later in life. She was also a 
type of leader in that she organized and created small groups around the issues of race 
and ethnicity. Kim says: 

It was hard as hell to be at that church. I was always looked at as the 
‘dumb’ one. You know? I hated that shit. I couldn’t take it anymore, 
shoot. I left. [Laughs] you know? Them White folks didn’t know what 
the hell to do with me. I ain’t sayin’ that I didn’t see a version of God, 
but…shoot…at what price? You know? I started telling my friends to 
avoid that place like the plague. I told em that we can find God on our 
own. I’m with Tupac on that one…[pauses] 

Kim was part Caribbean and White/ Euro American. She ended up being on the dean’s 
list at her college. Yet, while she was at this ministry organization she was perceived as 
the angry Black woman. Youth workers either avoided her and used Sally as their 
communication piece, or avoided altogether. Once again, this is a character typology 
that is often seen in these types of youth ministry settings. She goes on to say: 

I love God. Period. There is no taking that away from me. But, I feel 
like I can’t really find God when I’m told to worship and sing ‘this 
way’ [gestures] or ‘that way.’ I don’t think God is like that. I think 
God is a God of variety. And I never felt at home in that 
church….[shakes her head] 

Lastly, Bob was first generation Mexican American. His parents had brought him 
to the U.S. when he was ten and did not have his citizenship papers; he has come to 
known as what is labeled undocumented. Bob still attends this church ministry and 
received ridicule from parts of his family who were devout Catholics. He, at one point, 
was part of a group which consisted of twelve other students who were in similar 
situations like Bob (e.g. 1st Generation Mexican American and undocumented). He was 
the only one of his friends that remained and held leadership positions19 in the 
organization until an audit came; he was let go. Bob tells us: 

This ministry is like my second home. There are some really good 
people here. But here’s the deal, I’m like a freakin’ fine piece of China 
to these people here. I was cool with them until I started asking for 
stuff that made them feel uncomfortable; like a job that paid; like 
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helping me with my citizenship; like using me for more than just a 
film clip or good story in the main service. 

Bob’s statement here connects with what I label as comfortable ministry praxis—ministry 
that is easy until the messiness of life interrupts that peace. Bob was part of larger, more 
controversial issue, in Southern California: the journey towards citizenship. What made 
things more volatile was that this ministry was, politically, conservative and often 
members of the church made comments such as:20 

• These people need to go back to Mexico 
• I’m not giving up my job for them 
• Our country needs to return back to being American 
• These people are ruining our country 

Bob responded by: 

So, what…I’m not good enough to sit next to you in the Kingdom? 
But I’m good enough to clean your dishes, mow your lawn, and take 
care of your kids, right? As long as I’m serving you [meaning White 
people] I’m ok. But the minute I want rights you’ve had all along, now 
I’m the enemy. What ‘America’ are we going back to? My people 
owned this land before you all stole it from us! 

Bob was asked to not comment on the comments made about him in a particular 
newsletter openly. He was asked to just “take the higher road” and work towards 
“reconciliation” rather than “stoop to their level.” Bob told me: 

Man…ok, so I don’t have a voice now? They can talk all that smack 
and I’m the one who is told to ‘act right.’ What’s that about man? I 
don’t see much God in that. 

Five themes emerge from this research: 

1) Ethnic minority youth are treated as objects 
2) Ethnic minority youth are personified into the American Dream meta-

narrative of achievement, accomplishment, and success. Those that do not 
fit in such a model or do not follow it, are often overlooked and labeled as 
“tough” 

3) Anger and frustration are looked upon as “ungodly” and “sinful” 
4) Diversity and racial competencies are not valued for senior leadership and 

are often only given an average of one hour at the very end of training 
events 

5) Asians, fair skinned Latinos, and model African American youth are 
valued  
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These themes present challenges and hurdles for youth ministry organizations. 
Moreover, while Bob was the only one of this group who continued on with this 
ministry, the overall sentiment was that of disdain and subtle apathy toward church 
and religion. Kim left church altogether and considers herself “spiritual” but not 
“religious.”21 Kim, after her junior year, did not keep in contact with her former youth 
group. As a result, she was quickly labeled “angry” and even a “backslider” when she 
left. 

Bob, too, was labeled angry, but was able to coral that anger while in front of 
White/ Euro American leaders of the ministry. The leaders then deemed him “better” 
and he was able to be a part of the ministry as long as he was, as Bob told me, docile 
and calm. While Dave was frustrated and irritated with the racial intolerance of this 
ministry, he remained passive and quite in the group. He was also a good joke teller 
which gave him an advantage as the “funny Black guy” which, as he would come to tell 
me, “…made the White folk feel comfortable.” 

The youth workers of this ministry in positions of high leadership attended 
conferences such as Urban Youth Workers Institute, Christian Community 
Development Association, and Youth Specialties which had workshop and sessions on 
racial reconciliation. Yet, even within this, arose themes in regards to the training: 

• Once a consensus of racial, cultural, and diversity knowledge is reached, 
the leader felt as though they had “arrived” and issues of race and racial 
reconciliation were halted 

• If the critique about White/ Euro American privilege and power was too 
strong or “angry” in the training, the material was written off as “too 
secular” or worse, “sinful”22 

• Toleration for the attainment of employment—in other words the leader 
would attend racial competency training just to say “I went” and the 
attitude of the leader was never changed 

• Ethnic minorities are good “stories” for financial and social purposes 

These themes were confirmed by Sally, Bob, Kim, and Dave. Further, they affirmed that 
these main themes were crucial to engage with to overcome paternalism and racial 
intolerance in White/ Euro American led youth ministry organizations. Sally stated: 

I mean, I just don’t see how this can be overcome unless someone in 
key positions of leadership are able to put down their damn pride. 
Otherwise, we, the Black and Mexican folk, are just left out. Shoot, we 
probably need to get our own organizations up and running. They 
just ignorant [speaking of her leaders in the youth ministry group]. 
They don’t understand me at all. I’m good and cool for a damn story 
or to raise money for your new chapel. But do you really know me? 
Do you really know where I’m coming from? Nope. You know what 
I’m sayin’? 
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Sally, one of the more outspoken youth, was able to navigate some of these 

issues fairly well. Partly because she had helped raise funds, participated in video clips 
that promoted the ministry, and, as she relayed to me, “…knew when to tell them folk 
the truth and when to lie and make them feel good. It did not, however, always yield 
good results; she was part of a yearlong contentious ministry wide dispute between a 
very wealthy and powerful White/ Euro American donor of the ministry and a group 
of ethnic minority students who were living with them.  

These four students, as I would argue, represent a larger growing body of 
students who are traveling through White suburban ministry organizations. 
Furthermore, these stories are only glimpse of the real damage done by ignorant well 
intentioned leaders. As we move and push forward, stories like these cannot be 
ignored. The next section will provide insight towards the difficult work of 
reconciliation and racial competencies.  

 

CONCLUSION: BEYOND THE GREAT WHITE HOPE & GOOD 
INTENTIONS 

The leaders of the organization in the story at the beginning of this article are 
very similar to many other White/ Euro American well intentioned, Christ centered, yet 
racially ignorant people. They mean well, yet, without adequate training and self-
reflection on their own racisms, the plague of ministry paternalism continues. Still, 
issues of multi-culturalism and diversity are never easy to engage. Further, the issues of 
race and ethnic identity are a phenomena that the U.S., in large, has yet to fully delve in 
as a social issue. Thus, it should stand to reason that these types of issues manifest their 
selves in churches.  

What follows here are mere suggestions as to avoid the accustomed five-step-
process in becoming a “non-racist” worldview which can sometimes be desired to “fix” 
the problem rather than dealing with it. These suggestions are for White/ Euro 
American youth ministry context with an influx or growth of ethnic minorities to their 
population. Further, they are for the White/ Euro American youth ministry which is 
attempting to navigate the often delicate line of race relations within urban/ suburban 
contexts. These suggestions flow from the research and readings and are here to 
provide more context and background as well. These suggestions are to aid in pushing 
past and dealing with good intentions, tokenism, racial ignorance, and paternalism so 
that the widening gulf between White/ Euro Americans and ethnic minorities can be 
reduced. 

First, good intentions never work. Good intentions are what they are: just good 
intentions. While the intent of the situation may be noble, may be righteous, may be 
principled, it is the effect that makes all the difference. One may arrive at a space where 
they feel they are doing a “good” work for the ethnic minority community of young 
people they are working among, yet without knowing the real need of the community, 
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they are perpetuating neo-colonialism in that setting.23 Particularly so the case, if the 
leadership of the church is not willing to have leadership from that ethnic minority 
population have positions of power and influence. The intentions may themselves be 
biblical, yet, without both a wiliness to surrender their own ethnic power and better 
understand race and ethnic identity for their own life all that will happen is a 
replication of that leaders frame of reference which will be Western and non-contextual 
for the ethnic minority student. Thereby, this perpetuates a White colonial model of 
ministry and an actual captivity of the Gospel to what is “right” and “acceptable” forms 
of doing ministry and theology.  

Second, move beyond the great White hope mentality. This mentality is a paralyzing 
one for ethnic minorities because it places White/ Euro Americans above “them” and 
over the context in a position of power. Privileged and racially unconscious White/ 
Euro American’s tend to have a stance of power, domination, and that of a conquer 
(Carter 2008; Rah 2009; Wise 2005, 2010).24 Hence, it stands to reason that this attitude 
and personality carries itself into ministry settings; especially ones in which there is a 
“hero” role to be filled—while this role is not limited to the White / Euro American 
ethnic group—it can be aggravated when the “hope” becomes that of a White, male, 
seminary educated, heterosexual leader to “save” “those people” from whatever is 
defined as sin. Moreover, when key positions in the ministry are not reflective of the 
community that it is serving, then, once again, neo-colonialism is taking place and the 
great White hope is squarely placed on White leadership. A renowned urban ministry 
in Southern California has been in the Hollywood area for almost two decades; they 
perform good work, and have gained national attention. Yet, their senior leadership is 
principally White/ Euro American in a context that is predominantly Black, Latino, and 
Asian. This is an example of the great White hope in action; “we,” meaning the White/ 
Euro American leadership, will “save” you and the grip on power remains controlled 
by individuals who do not reflect the community.25 

Third, and lastly, we serve a multi-ethnic Jesus. For many years, urban youth, Hip 
Hoppers, Blacks, and society in general, have had to deal with the image of a White, 
blonde, blue-eyed Jesus that was shaped in an image that was foreign to them. James 
Cone (1975, 99-105; 1997) argued that there needed to be an image of a Jesus that was 
both relational and racially appealing to people; one that ethnic minorities in America 
could adjoin to, one that was socially aware of the struggle that Blacks, Latinos, and all 
non-dominant groups had to struggle with; and one that would have compassion on 
them because of their hardships. Rap artist26 and ghetto mystic Tupac Shakur took the 
ideology of the Black Jesus a step further and talked about a Christ figure for the ghetto. 
A Christ that smoked weed, drank liquor, kicked it, and had compassion for the ‘hood; 
a human link to deity, which referred back to the literal image of The Christ—God 
incarnate. This is a difficult image of Jesus. This is not the traditional form of Jesus, both 
literarily and figuratively. For many traditional Christians—including many other 
evangelical Christians—this image was simply too irreverent and sacrilegious. Yet, this 
is a contextualized and appropriate theological discourse in making a God more 
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relatable for a people group. The image of the Black Jesus was one that could connect 
with the downtrodden. This is an example that Jesus, even as the opening chapter to 
Matthew reveals, was a multi-ethnic Messiah. His lineage is an example of the diversity 
within the Savior we serve and thereby our ministries should reflect that diversity.27 

There is much work before us and the rise of ethnic minority students in White/ 
Euro American suburban contexts will only grow. Soong-Chan Rah reminds us that: 

We face a challenging reality. We live under the reality of the 
oppression of the Western, white captivity of the church. We may 
claim that our version of evangelicalism is culture-free, that we are 
merely trying to be culturally relevant, or that we are trying to 
maintain the church’s tradition, and thereby ultimately reject the 
claim of cultural captivity. But, the reality of the situation is that 
Western, white culture dominates American culture and, in turn, 
dominates American evangelicalism (2009, 200) 

A sobering reality in which Rah challenges us to move past.  

This article only examines a part of the problem and does not fully address the 
issues of intercultural communication, diversity competencies, gender issues, and 
methods toward a diverse ministry setting. All these areas are valid and need their own 
attention. The issue of violent teens entering a seemingly “calm” and serene suburban 
church setting is a growing issue as well.28 Thus, it is imperative that we return 
continually to the mandate in Matthew 28 to introspectively see how we can improve 
our approach to the Nations, or in the Greek as it is known, the ethnos—those who are 
different from us. These issues are just a fraction of the continuing significance of racism 
in the U.S. and we as Christians and youth ministers must address these issues to not 
only limit the damage to race relations, but also to how this next generation interprets 
and sees God in their life.  
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NOTES 

 

                                                 
1 Census data is showing that by the year 2025 the majority of people groups in the U.S. will most likely 
be Latino/ Latina and White/ Euro American ethnic groups will be, for the first time since the inception 
of the U.S., the minority.  
2 The scope of this article does not allow me to expand on the issues surrounding religion and critical race 
theory. However, I strongly recommend seeing for further research (Brooks 2009; Carter 2008; Cone 2011; 
Singleton 2012) as these authors bring to life the underlying racial element to this research and article.  
3 This is based on my 2008 research when interviewing Hip Hoppers in their perspectives about 
Christians and “Church” see (Hodge 2010) 
4 By this I mean the typical 1-2 a week youth meeting, games focused, mainstream worship songs, and 
end of the year camping.  
5 Which includes engaging with issues such as the multi-ethnic Christ, racial issues, death from the urban 
context, and embracing the growing racial divide among many churches (Emerson 2000). 
6 Many scholars have argued the actual “beginning” of the postmodern era, however a strong collection 
do agree that the birth of the era of public distrust, nihilism, and social distrust of institutions began 
during this decade with events such as the Vietnam War, Civil Rights movement, several major 
assassinations, and the rise of women and ethnic minority rights which revealed some of the deceptions 
from these institutions (Bauman 1998; Bell 1976; Boyd 2002; Johnstone 2009; West 1990, 1993). 
7 The post soul era is very similar to postmodern traits, mores, characteristics, theory, pedagogy, and 
philosophy. Post-soul follows similar chronological dates in its emergence with postmodernism. Post-
soul is in actuality, a rejection of modern, or soul, values, traditions, meta-narratives, theological 
accounts, and societal structures stemming from hierarchal systems attempting to control various societal 
areas. Further, the post-soul vernacular better suits the Black and Brown societal structure where the term 
postmodernity does not—reason being is that many postmodern scholars are White and male, thereby 
ignoring important events such as the Civil Rights Movement, hyper-masculinity in Black contexts, 
gospel-tinged optimism in soul music, the decline of soul culture, and the significance of Hip Hop culture 
(George 2004; Neal 2002). 
8 Interview taken from the DVD Crips & Bloods: Made In America.  
9 Take from The Oxford Companion to American Military History (1999). 
10 This generation also gives much fuel to the White suburban generation of youth listening to and 
consuming rap music. It cannot be overlooked as it is a major part of many suburban White youth.  
11 One of the first television shows which captures this monumental movement was The Jeffersons. This 
was a show about a Black family moving up into “high society” which included a maid and a penthouse 
apartment in New York City; luxuries typically associated with White affluent families. The theme song 
even narrates this move, “We’re a moving on up. To the East Side. To a deluxe apartment in the sky…we 
finally got a piece of the pie.” This show also represented the coming wave of Black and Brown families 
who were able to afford moving out of the inner city to suburban like contexts. 
12 Also see (Berry 1976; Scott 1996) as they discuss postmodern challenges to urban renewal and the rise 
of the White lower class in the U.S. Also note that Los Angeles, CA is a case study city as it has become 
the school of thought for urban and city design once only held by cities such as Chicago and New York 
because of their donut and suburban ring design; Los Angeles does not have this element and is a 
fragmented de-centralized central business district city (Soja 2000). 
13 This is illustrated well in the 2003 film Malibu’s Most Wanted where actor Jamie Kennedy plays the role 
of a privileged White male who has grown up with Hip Hop as his ethnic identity which has shaped and 
formed his life as a result of his parents being withdrawn from him; a crucial element in Hip Hop’s 
attractant to many suburban White youth as it is about personal consciousness and connecting with those 
who are suffering (Hodge 2009, 2010; Kitwana 2003). 
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14 I make this argument here because with the growth of the multi-ethnic and multi-cultural youth group, 
the training materials have continued to focus on a White, suburban, and affluent style of ministry but 
such issues as gangs, poverty, and generational mobility are rarely discussed.  
15 While the term “urban” is becoming more vague by the year and a growing debate about how the term 
is applied and to whom in what context, I will limit the use of the word to those who live in and/ or 
engage with the issues of poverty, gang violence, single parenthood, low income housing, lack of 
adequate education, systemic dysfunction, and violent contexts within families, communities, 
neighboring spaces, educational constructs, and / or community surroundings. While this definition too 
can present its racial, gender, and class challenges, it will provide the necessary framework for this article 
and research.  
16 The interviews began with the question “Tell me about your experience in X ministry organization” 
and then led to deeper probing questions as respondents gave their answers. 
17 This is a common practice for ignorant and well intentioned White/ Euro American leaders to do with 
ethnic minority students. One is typically all that is utilized and the story becomes focused on a 
gospelized version of the “American Dream” which in turn morphs into a pathway for other urban youth 
to follow thereby creating a form of tokenism.  
18 As seen from other interviews I have conducted around the country on this issue; also see (Lupton 
2011). 
19 It is important to note that these leadership positions were merely peer orientated. Meaning, the 
White/ Euro American leaders still help power and control and students like Sally and Bob were only 
able to “lead” their peers. Rarely were they asked to enter into decision making meetings and/ or policy 
making. 
20 Actual quotes derived from meetings, newsletters, and sermons.  
21 Very similar findings to that of (Dean 2010; Smith 2011) as they look at emerging adults and their 
spirituality. However, in this case, this would be a variant as Kim was an open Christian, but felt the 
ministry she was a part of left a bad impression on her spiritual journey.  
22 Similar to what Tim Wise refers to as “White Denial” of racism, white privilege, and White power 
domination in social structures. It is easy to ignore it, if you do not have to live it or deal with it on a daily 
basis, thus the issue of privilege (Wise 2009). 
23 Several scholars have addressed the issue of neo-colonialism in the Christian ministry setting (Brooks 
2009; Carter 2008; Cone 2011; Evans 1992; Rah 2009). This issue is exacerbated even more when the 
White/ Euro American youth worker approaches the ministry table believing they “know” more and can 
“teach” “these people” something—similar to the leaders of the organization in the opening story of this 
article—an attitude sometimes found in White/ Euro American missionaries (Rah 2009, 76-80) 
24 Also see Matthew Desmond and Mustafa Emirbayer’s historical account on the social construct of 
Whiteness in their seminal book Racial Domination, Racial Progress: The Sociology of Race in America (2010, 
60-63) 
25 Why is this problem? Because the people in that context have much to give and their perspective is 
needed to push the conversation past suburban stylized ministry. Professor Dan Shaw out of Fuller 
Theological Seminary’s School of Intercultural Studies stated that if you were doing great missionary 
work and allowing the people group to dictate the gospel for themselves, when you arrived at church 
and you felt a bit culturally uncomfortable, then, and only then, was contextualization of the Gospel 
happening, but not while church looked the same way it did in your context. IN other words, what do 
ministry leaders fear by allowing the Holy Spirit to move and contextualize worship, praise, and theology 
for the people and by the people? 
26 I use rap and Hip Hop here because of its relevance to youth ministry and the rising tide of White/ 
Euro American suburban youth who admire rapper and Hip Hopper Tupac Amaru Shakur. In my own 
work I found that a large group of White/ Euro American youth identified with Tupac’s lyrical message 
about God, pain, life, death, and Jesus. As a youth worker, this cannot be ignored (Hodge 2009). 
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27 For a broader view of this concept see (Inbody 2002; Küster 2001) discuss the varieties of Jesus and 
Christology. 
28 As a director for a youth ministry center I get hundreds of calls dealing with a variety of youth ministry 
issues. One of the calls I am getting more of is that of incarcerated ethnic minority teens being released 
into suburban settings and youth pastors failing miserably in their approach to serve. Cases of 
segregation and even creating locked youth rooms have surfaced and these too, need addressing.  
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