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INTRODUCTION

"As Christians, when we read the Bible, we recognize that events that happened
thousands of years ago are still relevant today. We also see that Scripture never hides
the ugly parts of history when it comes to the people of God. The Bible reveals David’s
adultery, Jonah’s selfishness, and Peter’s failure of faith. Just as we can’t take out the

parts of the Bible that we don’t like or that make us uncomfortable, we can’t celebrate
the shining moments of the American church’s history and then ignore the shameful

aspects of that history. We either fully acknowledge the entire history or dismiss it all."

 ― Lecrae, from the Foreword of the book, The Color of Compromise: 
The Truth About the American Church's Complicity in Racism

What is systemic racism (also known as institutional racism)? Systemic

racism is a type of racism that is embedded as normal practice within

systems, society and organizations. It can lead to outcomes such as

discrimination in criminal justice, lack of, or barriers to, employment,

housing, health care, political power, and education, among others.

Glenn Harris, president of Race Forward and publisher of

Colorlines, defines systemic racism as "the complex interaction of

culture, policy and institutions that holds in place the outcomes we

see in our lives." It prevents or makes it more challenging for people of

color to participate in society and in the economy.

S E S S I O N  I V

JUST DIALOGUE PROGRAM: Speaking of Racial Justice

Many people have been taught to believe that individuals are racist

and if we just love one another, racism will go away. What we know

is that it isn’t that simple. Racism isn’t just about hateful words and

behaviors, it is about power and institutional structures.

- Kristen Farrington, Senior Fellow. Ideos Just Dialogue Program
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Most of know at least something about the 1963 bombing of 16th

Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama. The predominantly

black church also served as a meeting place for civil rights leaders.

What everyone mostly remembers is that four young girls were

killed in that bombing and that outrage over the incident resulted

in violent clashes between protesters and police. This tragic murder

of four little girls would draw even greater national attention to the

hard-fought, often-dangerous struggle for civil rights for black

people in America. It was also a tragedy that finally awakened not

only the hearts, but the actions of white Christians, and the broader

Christian church, into the fight to end systemic racism and racial

injustice in America. Remember, some of you reading this were
alive in 1963.

A lesser known part of the church bombing story is that shortly after

it occurred, a white lawyer named Charles Morgan, Jr. gave an

address in front of an all-white group of businessmen in which he

asked who was responsible for throwing that bomb. In answer to his

own question, he said, “We all did it!”

He went on to explain that every time the white community —

especially Christians — failed to confront racism in its everyday,

mundane forms, they created a context of compromise that allowed

for an extreme act of racial terror like planting dynamite at a

church. That’s the idea of complicity. It’s not that every Christian was

a foaming-at-the-mouth racist hurling racial slurs and burning

crosses on peoples’ lawns. It’s that when they had the opportunity to

intervene in everyday ways, they chose complicity over

confrontation, and this enabled a larger atmosphere of racial

compromise.
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2 Miller, Eric C. The American Church’s Complicity in Racism: A Conversation with Jemar Tisby. Religion & Politics Fit for Polite People
(2019). https://religionandpolitics.org/2019/04/02/the-american-churchs-complicity-in-racism-a-conversation-with-jemar-tisby/



focusing on definitions or terminology rather than getting down to

the work they are being asked to do; 

insisting on talking about how they hurt, too, and experience

oppression of their own; 

oversimplifying or looking for quick solutions; looking for people or

other groups to name as white supremacist rather than

acknowledging that all white people benefit from the embedded

culture and systems of systemic racism and injustice;

acknowledging ways in which racism is woven throughout our own

faith communities and institutions; 

identifying all the things preventing our institutions from working for

transformation right now; 

thinking our country has done all the work it needs to do and that

racist institutional policies and practices no longer exist.

In his new book, The Color of Compromise, Jemar Tisby surveys this

history with an eye toward the innumerable moments when white

American Christians could have interceded on behalf of racial

justice, but did not.

Taken together, he argues, from the founding of the United
States to the present, these moments constitute nearly four
centuries of suffering, meaning that today’s headlines can be
directly and indirectly connected to what are often thought of
as atrocities from long ago.

Facing systems of structural racism within our political, social and

faith institutions is hard work. The discomfort experienced in facing

these issues can sometimes tempt people to create emotional

distance to alleviate the feelings it evokes. This type of emotional

distancing can take many forms: 
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WATCH: Holy Post - Race in America 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AGUwcs9qJXY 

SHARE: As a group or in your journal, reflect on the following

questions:

From what you've learned thus far, how does systemic

racism differ from individual racial prejudice or racial

discrimination? Why do you think it is important to

understand these differences?

Does this video change your perspective on race and racism

in America? If so, how? If not, why?

Where do I see the unequal application of laws, policies,

and societal norms within housing, education, legal system,

health care, and the legal system show up in my

community? 

What changes need to be made to have these systems be

more just and equitable? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AGUwcs9qJXY


READ: Systemic racism cannot be undone at a distance. It is only

possible by sitting with discomfort, listening to what people of color

are saying - not waiting to get in your own views, but listening to

understand the other person (i.e., perspective taking). And, if you

must speak, make sure you pay close attention to what you are

saying and why you are saying it in response. 

Learning the art of civil dialogue is another important step. For more

of a description of what civil dialogue is or to explore resources and

training, and specific ways it might manifest in discussions on

racism and racial injustice, go to our website, www.ideos.is/dialogue.

http://www.ideos.is/dialogue


If you’ve heard that justice or social justice is antithetical to a

Christian view of the Gospel, you are not alone. For centuries,

Christians around the world have pursued social change as a part of

their faith, even whilst stating that social justice is not in line with a

Christian world view. In his book, Call for Justice, Philosopher

Nicholas Wolterstorff argues that the American evangelical tradition

has historically viewed the idea of justice differently from other

Christian denominations. This is partly because the Greek

word dikaiosunê, which appears throughout the New Testament, is

translated in Latin languages as “justice”, but as “righteousness” in

English. 

As a result, the North American church has largely viewed justice

and righteousness as two separate ideas - righteousness as an

individual pursuit and justice as a societal one - rather than a wider

vision of justice as the responsibility of every believer. And yet

throughout the Bible we see God commanding the Church to

engage not only in the work of righteousness, but in pursuing justice

on behalf of those denied it, and the calling for the right use of

power. 

For example, in 1 John 2:29, it says that "If you know that He is

righteous, you may be sure that everyone who practices

righteousness has been born of Him."

Read 1 John 2:29 again, but this time replace "righteous" with "just"

and "righteousness" with "justice." Does it challenge or even change

your own understanding of righteousness? And does it remind you 
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 A  V I E W  O F  G O D ' S  J U S T I C E  H E R E  O N  E A R T H
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of another Bible verse? It should. Think about how close this comes

to sounding like Matthew 7:16-20:

"You will know them by their fruit. Do men gather grapes from

thorn bushes or figs from thistles? Even so, every good tree

bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree

cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit. Every

tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into

the fire. Therefore by their fruits you will know them."

God, through His Word, does not shy away from the topic of justice.

In fact, He compels believers to move toward it: to "speak out," "care

for," and "protect" those whose life, labor, and dignity is abused. To

love and serve God, we must also love justice and work to defend

the oppressed and marginalized. To see Christ as He really is, we

must also see justice as a gift we receive through Him and a

responsibility for us to offer others.

But what does justice truly look like in the life of the believer and in

a fallen and broken world? Let's try to answer this question by

reviewing one of the most infamous passages about God's heart for

justice, Micah 6:8:

"He has shown you, O man, what is good. And what does

the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to

walk humbly with your God."

The prophet Micah, a contemporary of Isaiah, Amos and Hosea, lived

during the reigns of the kings of Judah: Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah.

He wrote his prophecy to warn Israel and Judah of its impending

judgment because of their disloyalty to God.
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In chapter 6, verses 1-5, the Lord introduces His case against the

disobedient people of Israel. Verses 6-7 record Israel’s response as a

series of questions beginning with, “With what shall I come to the

Lord," assuming that they had only to offer greater sacrifices to gain

forgiveness.

Micah 6:8 is the Lord's response to His people. Bear in mind, this is

not a soft answer but a solid rebuke. God has shown the people of

Israel countless times the way of righteousness. Yet, time and time

again, they failed to behave righteously.

The word used for justice throughout the Bible, and in Micah 6:8,

is mishpat. One meaning for mishpat is punishment for

wrongdoing, or retributive justice. But, it is more than that.

Mishpat also means giving people their due or right. This is often

referred to as restorative justice. It is proactively seeking out the

vulnerable and advocating for justice on their behalf.

Mishpat is used more than 200 times in the Old Testament, often to

speak to the idea of treating all people fairly and as they deserve.

In Proverbs 31:9, we read “Open your mouth, judge righteously,

defend the rights of the poor and needy.” Mishpat here is giving

people their due, which includes protection and concern.

The Psalmist also writes of mishpat in Psalm 146:7-9:

“[The Lord] executes justice for the oppressed, gives food to the

hungry. The Lord sets the prisoners free; the Lord opens the eyes

of the blind. The Lord lifts up those who are bowed down; the

Lord loves the righteous. The Lord watches over the sojourners;

he upholds the widow and the fatherless, but the way of the

wicked he brings to ruin.”
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This speaks of God breaking down unjust systems and restoring

dignity to the downtrodden.   

So, while Micah 6:8 is applicable to the meeting out of God's

retributive justice here on earth, it is equally applicable to the work

of restorative justice, too. Just as righteousness is imputed to us,

the believer, through Christ within us and through the Holy Spirit's

indwelling, we should be moved to act justly and practice justice as

a New Testament saint. 

However, if we are passively watching the plight of the vulnerable

and oppressed, we are guilty in God’s eyes of shirking our

responsibilities. True biblical mishpat is when the problems of the

vulnerable become elevated above our own. True righteousness,

then, is directly tied not to my posture toward myself or only those

within my "in-group," but toward others.

To remind ourselves of this fact - of just how highly God places

humility, we look again to the Apostle Paul: 

"Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in

humility value others above yourselves, not looking to your own

interests but each of you to the interests of others."

Whether or not one chooses to translate dikaiosunê as

righteousness or justice isn't the issue. As we've learned, the story

of Micah 6 is the story of God making it clear to the Jewish people

that to live righteously is about offering mercy, doing justice and

living with humility. So, might it be possible that the work of justice

building is, in fact, one way in which we can be identified as

followers of Jesus Christ? 

3 From "What Micah 6:8's Call to 'Do Justice' Looks Like in the Face of Racism? by Brent Rinehart for
Crosswalk.com. 2020
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God has a solution to the injustice of humanity. Through Christ

Jesus, God has made it so that all people can stand righteous before

Him. Having been given this gift, it is now our commission to go out

into the world and give this same gift to others by overcoming the

sin of our own partiality as well as that of the society around us.

In the journey of justice-making, our heavenly Father is ultimately

inviting us into the masterpiece of making things right in a world

that is broken; to make it better reflect God’s abundant love and

justice. He calls us, as His hands and feet, to partner with Him in this

most righteous of callings, daring us to take up the mantle of justice

in pursuit of right-making on behalf of others.



READ: In Micah 6:8, God addresses the proper atonement for

human sin; the power of authentic worship; and, the covenantal

requirements of God. It ultimately makes clear that God desires

justice over sacrifice; love and mercy over self-righteousness, and

stresses faithfulness and obedience to God. Practiced together,

these should lead us to the social activity that leads to liberty as

well as justice. They also point us toward Christ and His greater

purpose for His followers here on earth. 

SHARE: In your group or journal, reflect and respond to the

following questions:

In light of Micah 6:8, why is it important for the Church to

take up the cause of systemic racism? 

Why do you think systemic racism continues to exist in our

communities, institutions, and practices in America? In

what ways is the Church complicit?

What are you learning about systemic racism that you did

not know before? What will you commit to doing differently

as a result?

What are you still confused about or challenged by when it

comes to the issue of systemic racism?

ACT I V I T Y  X
SESS ION  I V ,  PART  ONE
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"The gospel gives me hope. As a believer, I

understand that one day, all things will be made right

and every tear will be dried. But in a more immediate

sense, I have trained my eyes to look for hope in

unexpected places. Oftentimes, when we assess the

state of race relations in the American church, we

look to the big institutions and the big

denominations, and the reality is that large

organizations are very slow to change. Sometimes

they don’t change on a broad scale. So I look for

change on the smaller scale, at the congregational

level, or a small group of people who have decided to

come together and read this book, or to protest in

solidarity with immigrants. I look for stories of

transformation, in which people who were raised with

a certain belief system are now expanding their views

to see that racism is still a problem, and that they

might play a small role in bringing about justice.

Now, these don’t solve the problem by any means,

but they show me that there are people who care,

and that they care enough to act. And that’s what

gives me hope."

- Jemar Tisby, Author. The Color of Compromise



I would argue that most believers today acquiesce to social and

institutional norms of racism and injustice. This is not because we

do not agree with the Bible's version of justice, but that being

convicted when we see or learn about them requires us to act. We

act apathetically because we know how radically different our lives

would be if we were to intentionally step outside of our comfort

zones into the faithfulness to which Scripture calls us. 

Society today is predicated upon comfort and the avoidance of

suffering at all cost. Yet, as believers called to be countercultural,

we should be willing and able to bear the crosses of others. We

should intentionally choose our own discomfort for the comfort of

others, and our own suffering as a bulwark against the suffering of

others over and over again. 

As we learned earlier in Session IV, this is the basis of Micah 6; a

Church willing to be radically different from the rest of the world.

As God’s prophetic witness in the world today, we cannot do this

when we are more loyal to the norms and even laws of our nation

than the precepts of Christ.

But what can Christians do practically to counter the evil of

systemic racism and injustice in our communities, nation and

world? Here are just a few ideas:

Mourn each loss. Behind the names George Floyd, Breonna

Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery and Rayshard Brooks there are families,

loved ones and whole communities who are grieving. 

D O I N G  T H E  W O R K  O F  J U S T I C E  C R E A T I O N

S E S S I O N  I V

PART  TWO
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These deaths, and others, hit particularly close to home for people

of color. The overwhelming fear, pain and collective loss being

experienced by our brothers and sisters in Christ deserve our

acknowledgment. 

Acknowledge the reality of collective trauma. For decades,

black Americans have publicly expressed grief, fatigue and

righteous anger. Indeed, words cannot adequately capture the

anguish that black communities continue to experience. This pain

and fear is not only individual, but social. If the pain currently

being experienced by a large portion of our country is important

to God, it should be equally important to us. It should also compel

us to ask, "how can I help?"

Lament and repent. Our faith teaches communal repentance and

exhorts us to come alongside those who mourn. There is power in

corporate repentance, even for the sins and wrongdoing of others,

or for ourselves when we look the other way. 

Stand with those who are suffering. To be a part of structural

change, we must become active in the work. We become part of

the problem, either actively or passively, by standing aside while

the problem spirals out of control. But we do not need to remain

there. We can also be part of the solution. If the outrage over the

loss of an unborn child grieves us, so should the loss of humans

everywhere. So feel free to protest, write letters, educate others,

and make public declarations. I think our salvation calls us to

these things, too.

And in addition to all of the above, pray! There is nothing in the

life of the believer more powerful than prayer. There is no force

that can stand against the unified and collective cries of the body

of Christ for change. But be willing to also do more than pray. The

work of racial justice is the byproduct of a living faith.
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READ: On April 5, 1968, the day after Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was

assassinated, Jane Elliott, a white school teacher, began to teach

her third grade classroom about the evils of racism. She conducted

what has become known as the “Blue Eyes/Brown Eyes Exercise”

that labeled students as inferior or superior based solely on the

color of their eyes. 

Despite receiving death threats, Elliott continued to expose her

students to the realities of racism and unjust discrimination. Her

exercise would eventually become a social science landmark. By

1985, she left teaching to become a full-time anti-racist activist and

diversity educator, conducting her “Blue Eyes/Brown Eyes Exercise”

all around the world. 

Here is an excerpt from one of her adult workshops: 

I want every white person in this room who would be happy to be

treated as this society in general treats our citizens—our black

citizens. If you as a white person would be happy to receive the

same treatment that our black citizens do in this society, please

stand. (no one stands)

You didn’t understand the directions. If you white folks want to be

treated in the way blacks are in this society, stand. (still no one

stands)

Nobody’s standing here. That says very plainly that you know

what’s happening, you know you don’t want it for you. I want to

know why you’re so willing to accept it or to allow it to happen to

others.

ACT I V I T Y  X I
SESS ION  I V ,  PART  TWO



ACT I V I T Y  X I

1. In what ways am I accepting and allowing things to happen to others

that I would never want to happen to me?

2. What would it mean for me to stop accepting and allowing things to

happen to my brothers and sisters of color that I would never want to

happen to me?

INSTRUCTIONS: Spend a few minutes reflecting on how you felt reading

or going through the last exercise. Respond to the following questions

below or in your journal. If you are comfortable, share in your group or with

someone you trust.

3. How can I show genuine understanding, support, and solidarity with

my brothers and sisters of color in their pain and suffering? What

could I do to help them not feel so alone in this battle?



HOMEWORK :  SESS ION  I V

WATCH: Justice. The Bible Project

https://bibleproject.com/videos/justice/

REFLECT: Spend a few minutes reflecting on the big take-aways from the

video. Respond to the following questions below or in your journal:

1. What is Biblical justice and what does it have to do with systemic

racism?

2. How is God calling me to respond to systemic racism in both

spiritual and practical ways?

https://bibleproject.com/videos/justice/
https://bibleproject.com/videos/justice/
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READ: Social Justice, Critical Race Theory, Marxism, and Biblical

Ethics. Kelly Hamren, Christianity Today.

https://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2020/june/reflections-

from-christian-scholar-on-social-justice-critic.html

REFLECT: Spend a few minutes reflecting on the big take-aways from the

article. Below or in your journal respond to the following:

1. List three new things I learned about Marxism and Critical Race Theory:

1.

2.

3.

3. What are two things I found challenging or compelling?

1.

2.

https://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2020/june/reflections-from-christian-scholar-on-social-justice-critic.html


For Further Exploration:

Podcast: The 1619 Project 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/23/podcasts/1619-podcast.html

Book: Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or Community? Dr. Martin

Luther King

https://www.uni-five.com/upload/doc/82818file.pdf

Book: Justice: Rights and Wrongs. Nicholas Wolterstorff

https://www.amazon.com/Justice-Rights-Wrongs-Nicholas-

Wolterstorff/dp/0691146306/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1548446252&sr=8-

1&keywords=justice+rights+and+wrongs

Book: The Color of Compromise. Jemar Tisby

https://www.thecolorofcompromise.com/

Book: Prophetic Lament: A Call for Justice in Troubled Times. Soong-

Chan Rah

https://www.ivpress.com/prophetic-lament

HOMEWORK  I V

GENERAL REFLECTIONS: How are you feeling after Session Four?

Write your joys, fears, or questions below or in your journal.

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/23/podcasts/1619-podcast.html
https://www.uni-five.com/upload/doc/82818file.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Justice-Rights-Wrongs-Nicholas-Wolterstorff/dp/0691146306/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1548446252&sr=8-1&keywords=justice+rights+and+wrongs
https://www.thecolorofcompromise.com/
https://www.ivpress.com/prophetic-lament

