Discussion Paper Two: 
The Self-understanding of a Multi-Ethnic Church
Introduction

In Acts 11, the young, mono-ethnic, Jewish Church in Jerusalem discover that God has suddenly and dramatically changed the base map of His Christian Community. “A great number of [Greek] people [in Antioch] believed and turned to the Lord.” To their credit, the Church in Jerusalem realised that a major way point in God’s plan had been reached and they sent one of their top people, Barnabas, to check out what was happening. Barnabas looked for and found the evidence that God was at work. To his eternal credit, however, even though he was a senior leader of the Church, he did not take over this new movement. He was glad, he encouraged the people there and listened and taught them what he knew. He helped them navigate their way to their next way point. In Acts 11:26, Luke says that this was the first time the disciples were called Christians. But the story does not end there. A famine took place in Judea and the new, Greek disciples at Antioch gave “each according to his ability” [verse29] help to the Jewish-Christians in Jerusalem who had sent Barnabus to them. From the beginning and always, mission and ministry is about receiving and giving.   

The intention of this brief paper is to introduce some means with which to discuss what we mean by “multi-culturalism” and a “multi-cultural Church”. For a variety of reasons, many Asian and non-Asian ministers, congregations, Presbyteries and other members of the Church have felt hurt by the perceived actions and attitudes of others. The questions mostly revolve around the practical questions of how we will live together and what benefits and responsibilities there are in being part of the one Church. In order to resolve such issues and move beyond them, we need to identify the end-station or vision that we all wish to reach. We need to agree on ways or strategies to navigate our way there and at what speed or our VMG we will move. We need to celebrate the waypoints that we reach together and assess new directions in ways that allow all to contribute.

“Without a vision the people perish”. Theological statements, biblical study and imagery are three ways that are often used to explore and open up both current reality and our vision. 

“Multi-cultural” may be however a term that we wish to move beyond. Cross-cultural is an option that has been suggested as it has a sense of interaction and interflow and at times that phrase will be used.
Is New Zealand a Racist Society?

This is a huge and unpleasant question but one that should be raised. Many New Zealand congregations proudly claim to be “tolerant” and “open and affirming”. They are often magnificently so in their hospitality. While every country has people who discriminate against people of other races, many Asian migrants note and appreciate “the friendly Kiwi”. And yet there is an “underbelly” here too. The New Zealand Herald suggested as much in an article in February 2012, in which young Chinese in New Zealand in general noted that they have more attachment to China than New Zealand. [1] However, anti-racial racial attitudes were only one reason given. Family in China was also a key reason. Remaining vestiges of the thought that New Zealanders think of themselves as the “little Britain in the South Pacific” is another. The latter does not mean that New Zealanders are necessarily anti-Chinese. It may mean that “Kiwis” still value what they percieve their ancestors to have brought from the UK. 
It may also mean that European New Zealanders feel culturally lost, or at least still in an inbetween state of developing a firm identity. Sarah Mitchell, now minister of Knox Church, Dunedin, wrote of her experience of living in the UK for the first time. She experienced it as “alien and dislocating”. [2] However she could write, while living in Australia at the time:
 

It was not until I returned to New Zealand and started to engage with that country and that context, with all its complexities of being a bi-cultural nation struggling with its identity, that I came to understand where my home was, and what it meant to be a New Zealander. If I had not made that trip back to Britain, I may never have discovered my identity (I have since made other visits to England and Scotlnd and have been delighted to discover a country of great beauty. I have even been able to find some deep connection with my Scotttish forebears. That joyful discovery was only possible after coming to recognise that Great Britain was not home). [2]
The issue may be whether European New Zealanders especially feel confident and self- assured in their Pacific/Asian environment. A Massey University study showed that many Kiwis feel uncomfortable with “ethnic signs” in areas of Auckland which they percieve to have become “ethnic precincts”. One respondent said she felt “like a foreigner in her own land.” Mayor Len Brown said in contrast that signs added a “unique character” to the city. [3] Again, the issue may in fact not be an ‘anti Asian’ feeling as such. The point was made that the problem is not the presence of Asian language signs as such but the lack of an English translation. This prompted responses such as “I would like to try out all those wonderful, delicious-looking dishes I see through the restaurant windows, but would not have a clue what to order if I stepped in.” But also: “I am pretty tired of of immigrants refusing to become part of NZ culture and this is one symtom of that.” [4]

Part of the “base map” analysis is to probe what people actually mean when they respond in this way. There may be that there is a grief in the long term resident population that their “precinct” is changing to something they don’t recognise and that this change is beyond their control. There is the feeling of being “taken over”. Thus there is a pastoral side of the new multi-cultural world that is rarely acknowledged but needs to be resolved. It is far too early to conclude that a significant portion of the New Zealand is personally or ideologically racist. Institutional racism may be another matter and the third paper discusses that issue briefly.
Statements about Multi-culturalism from Three Overseas Churches
As a way towards understanding the implications of being a culturally diverse church, it is useful to look at the short definitions which have been adopted by three major overseas denominations. It is not a case of saying one is better than another and nor is there any suggestion of adopting or adapting one for ourselves. The differences in expression and understanding of multi-culturalism which can be seen in these statements emerge out of the different contexts and settings for which they were composed. As Foster says, “any theological construction or ministry practice [of multi-culturalism] is consequently dependent on the “standpoint” or contextual location of the people involved.” [5]. A statement by the PCANZ will naturally be unique and emerge out of the context of this land.

It is much more useful for us is to identify what themes or concepts about the culturally diverse Church that are common to all of these statements. They do not try to include everything that each Church believes. Each statement acknowledges implicitly rather than explicitly the redeeming and unifying force of faith in Jesus Christ. They are not doctrinal statements, but rather focus on one aspect of Church life, namely its ethnic composition.
In creating such statements however, there are some possible dangers. One danger is that people’s identities may be forcibly located on their particular ethnicity. Another danger is that the dominant group in the Church with decision making powers to decide such things might speak on and for the whole. The decision to make a statement about multi-culturalism in the Church should be made using a process which is itself multi-cultural. The discussions out of which the statement emerges need to be carried out in a way that allows all members to speak and be heard in appropriate ways. The decision to make a statement needs to be cross-cultural, that is, it needs to emerge out of a dynamic exchange that this is the right thing to do.

A subtle but possibly important distinction has been made between diversity in unity and unity in diversity. Peter Blackburn of the Uniting Church of Australia writes: “The diversity of which Paul writes (in Eph 4:8-16) constantly draws focus and meaning from the One Body which we are in Christ. Diversity is not good in itself. It is good when it flows from our unity in Christ and builds up our ability to do the will of Christ in the society in which we live. We need to be a ‘diversity in unity’”. [6] Our unity is primary and is that bond in Christ in which diversity exists and is valued. 
This is more than mere semantics. Diversity is the first visible reality but we are spiritually united in a common truth. We are committed to identifying and holding to that which unites us while acknowledging and even celebrating those things on which we do and think differently.  Pluralism on the other hand assumes that we disagree on what constitutes the Fundamental truth, if indeed such a truth exists. “Pluralism may hold mutually incompatible positions or truth claims based on either tolerance or indifference. In pluralism we really do not care if we ever agree or not.” [7] 

The Three Statements

The Uniting Church of Australia has declared itself to be a multi-cultural Church and states: [8] 
“Multicultural and Multi-faith Australia provides contexts for ministry that offer exciting and challenging, enriching and fulfilling gifts from the Creator God.

We do this through:
* building relationships that are based on mutual respect, collaboration and recognition of the gifts and calling of peoples of diverse cultural and language backgrounds
* assisting the Church to fully utilise the gifts and calling of members from culturally diverse backgrounds
* continuing to develop respectful and reconciling relationships with First peoples across the life of the church

* developing culturally sensitive and appropriate policies that respond to the needs of UCA members

* fostering models of cross-cultural ministry and mission, outreach and evangelism that reflect the hospitality of God”

The Presbyterian Church (USA) states [9] 
“A Multicultural Church is a congregation/ministry that intentionally recognizes, celebrates and incorporates a diverse membership in: 

* Worship by using different languages, arts, spiritual practices and theological expressions 
* Power Sharing with equal representation on sessions, church boards and executive positions 

*Evangelism by providing the Good News in a cup that people recognize with great respect and appreciation for their racial and cultural backgrounds” 

The United Reformed Church (URC) declared itself a multicultural church at it 2005 General Assembly. [10] 
“As a multicultural Church, the URC affirms its reforming, uniting and non-conforming ethos, intentionally committing itself to an intercultural journey that calls us to embody God's love, live God's word, promote God's justice, and practice expansive hospitality,  the Jesus way.

* affirming that the human family is one race, consisting of people of diverse 
ethnicities and cultures
* rejoicing in and treasuring all of the variety of giftings of the human family
* committing itself to welcoming ALL people into the community of faith
* promoting God's justice for the whole of creation;
* growing deep and wide while enriching every aspect of our life together
* opposing, challenging and rejecting the sin of racism and related forms of prejudice

Some General Observations

The following brief observations may help discussion as to what is common to all and possibly elements of any such a statement for the PCANZ. Each Church declares itself to be a multi-cultural church in obedience to God’s call. The multi-cultural church is welcoming and sensitive to the needs and gifts of all. This is God’s church open to all, based on respectful and reconciling relationships, especially with the first peoples. The Church is called to be a place of peace, reconciliation and fellowship in a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-faith society. ‘The task of the Church is not to prove that everyone else’s story is wrong, but to live as though the Christian story is true”. [11] Each statement is unequivocal in the view that the Christian Community does not exist for itself, or just to be culturally diverse or multi-cultural. Multi-culturalism is a resource for ministry and mission. The church seeks to be God’s voice in the world and challenges its Church community to face the ambiguities and conflicts of a culturally diverse community and world. Each statement affirms a vision of a Christian community in which all its members are empowered to play their part. Power and decision-making are shared in effective ways that allow all to participate. Key themes are the hospitality of God and the pursuit of justice. 
Multi-culturalism and The Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa-New Zealand: 
“Section 1.5 (Book of Order) A Multi-cultural Church with a bi-cultural commitment

(1) Te Tiriti o Waitangi (The treaty of Waitangi)

(a) was signed in 1840 by the crown and the Tangata Whenua

(b) made extensive settlement in New Zealand by Europeans possible

© retained certain specific rights for the Tangata Whenua and

(d) has been characterised as a partnership

(2) It is in the context of Ti Tiriti o Waitangi (the Treaty of Waitangi) that the Church recognises a bicultural partnership between te Aka Puaho and its other church courts. These bicultural partners work together within the mission of God.

(3) The Church has become a multi-cultural Church.Immigration from Pacific Island and other nations throughout the world have transformed and continue to transform and contribute to the multi-cultural character of the church.”
Comment on Section 1.5
The PCANZ statements differ in a number of ways from each of the other three. Firstly, it is purely descriptive. It simply describes the importance of the Treaty of Waitangi and the nature of the multi-cultural church. It makes not attempt to draw our priorities, themes or discern a call of God as to what this means for the mission and ministry of the Church. Secondly, by locating such a statement in the Book of Order, it creates the sense that the multi-cultural nature of the church is something to be managed, regulated and controlled. The other statements stand by themselves as declarations of the General Assemblies of each Church about God’s call and its vision. They are not primarily matters to be administered but a vison, challenge and resource. Thirdly, Section 1.5 is rightly concerned with the primacy of the bicultural relationship. It does not attempt however to define the relationship between biculturalism and multiculturalism, which may create an impression that those who are neither Maori nor Pakeha are less important in and to the Church. Other statements deal with the vital importance of the First Peoples in the context of a vibrant multi-cultural Church. 
Fourthly, Asian members, who are such a significant group within the PCANZ, are not specifically acknowledged for what they bring to the Church. It is time for them to be acknowledged, simply for the sake of an accurate description of the make up of the Church.  Fifthly, there is no vision of what the PCANZ might become or affirmation of the intention to become a Church of peace, justice and reconciliation in areas of ethnic tension. Nor is there a commitment to develop the gifts of all members and to share the powers of decision making in the Church appropriately. Lastly, and most importantly, it does not acknowledge that the “glue” which binds us all together in the Grace of Jesus Christ, in whom our diversity finds its unity.  
A statement on multi-culturalism would need to acknowledge that there are tensions to be resolved within culture or ethnic group. A simplistic view of “culture” would suggest that there are norms in each culture that are a standard for that group. However, Lesslie Newbegin commented on interfaith relations, but usefully for our purpose: “in most areas of culture there is vigorous discussion in which the proponents of different views challenge one another and seek to persuade one another. This kind of active debate is the very oxygen which keeps culture alive and fruitful. But different rules are generally applied in the world of interfaith relations. Here ‘dialogue’ is the order of the day, and the agenda is not a matter of mutual challenge but of sharing and comparing ‘experience’”. [12] An adequate statement on multi-culturalism needs to acknowledge the process on inner-cultural change and difference of points of view. It may need to affirm the right of various parts of the Church to challenge and encourage each other.
Biblical Text and Mission Context
The formation of a vision of a multi-cultural vision Church and the process of “taking stock” of our directions and strategies require from Biblical and theological foundations. Butcher and Wieland have rightly highlighted the importance the Biblical concept of the people of God as a migrant community. [13] The story of the Burning Bush (Exodus 3:1-15), which has long been the central symbol, of the PCANZ perhaps offers us some new insights on what it means to be a migrant people. 

This story takes place at the starting point at which the people of Israel become a migrant people. God tells Moses to lead his people out of Egypt and leave for a new land. In doing so, they become a new and renewed community. The burning bush is not the sign of a settler or settled church, but of a Church commanded to set out and be on the move, of a people going from a starting point (which significantly, they continue to remember as an essential part of their self identity) to an end-station which God, not they themselves, has determined and which is not yet clear.
Before setting out, Moses doubts his ability to overcome two findamental issues. At first, these appear overwhelming. They are in fact the same issue with two “faces”. On the one hand he doubts his ability to negotiate with Pharoah and the Egyptians (verse 11), people who are different from himself. In verse 13, he also doubts his ability to convince the Israelites, his own people, that this move is God’s command. The willingness and ability to negotiate with and to convince, people who are like us and those who are different, lies at the heart of the journey. 

In a culturally diverse community, the Church in New Zealand which desires to move onward must negotiate with those for whom this Church has always been home and also with those whose roots are elsewhere. That is hard and we may doubt our ability to do so. Moreover, this passage doesn’t offer – again at first sight – much encouragement. God made no promise of success to Moses. There are no sure-fire formulas and ways with which to negotiate, no established protocols and no guarantees. There is no triumphant talk that all quandries and dilemmas of negotiation will be swept aside. We can’t stay where we are, although we remember and draw strength from the values and faith that brought our forebears to the place we are now. All God says to the Israelites is that He will be “with them”. In some faith-sense, we remember and rely upon the promise that that God is “with us”. The power of the image of the burning bush is that it not consumed in the endeavour. The heat may go on but we can take it because God is with us.

In Exodus 3, verse 6 “Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to look at God”. He did not dare look at the face of God and at no point does God invite Moses to look at Him. Moses could never “depict or describe God”. From the beginning, this community knows that it may not and can not create God in its own image. It must create itself in God’s image. This does not mean of course that we can not or should not express our faith in God in art: far from that. What it means is that our perspectives on faith, art, theology and lifestyle are informed by God Himself (or, they are in-formed within us).  The end station of our present journey (which is always the beginning of another journey) is to follow such a God on the base map and through the way points that God provides. Biblically and theologically we are migrants. Furthermore, In the Old Testament, hospitality to the stranger is a key theme. We talk to and walk with the strangers among us and who we meet. We are especially called and indeed equipped to welcome and journey with fellow travellers and with migrants.

In Exodus 3, there is a statement and 3 key questions around which the Church revolves. This God declares and reveals who He is with the simply but mysterious words, “I am who I am.” God is and has spoken. To put it colloquially, that is a discussion-killer, the great “don’t argue”. For the Christian however, Jesus’ question then immediately springs to mind: “who do you say that I am?” This is a personal question addressed to his disciples to which we must respond. In Chinese but not English, the word “you” must be translated as either singular or plural. The question is not for us to answer individually but together. The journey begins with common worship and affirmation of Jesus as God’s son and our Lord. The first question in turn gives rise to a second question. The German pastor, Dietrich Bonhoeffer who was executed by the nazis in 1945 asked his famous question; “Who is Jesus Christ for us today?” Multi-culturalism asks who is Jesus for us and who are “we”? What is different about being “us” in 2012 as opposed to 2002? The third and last question then becomes, “Who and what on earth is the Church today?” What does it mean to be the Body of Christ in mission in this world at this time?”
That statement and those three questions are vital questions on which to focus. Theologically, they point to an intersection of Christology and ecclesiology. Like lines of latitude and longitude, the relationship between the Jesus-Christ and the multi-cultural Church intersect in a new way but still in the form of a cross. 
Renewing our Images of Who Jesus Is

To begin to answer these points, we may well need to counter-imagine and renew our understanding of the images of faith that we already have, especially of Jesus and how we communicate those images. Older members of the PCANZ would have grown up with Sunday School paintings and pictures which depicted of Jesus with long, blond hair and blue eyes. In the 17th Century, great painters such as Rubins in his paintings depicted God as an elderly, benign, decidely European looking grandfather. However, these depictions created God in our own image. We appropriate God to support our view of ourselves and of the Divine. There is an obvious problem when Jesus and God appear to be European in such paintings.  Jesus was a Jew and would have had Jewish features. For European Christians, there is a fundamentally new affirmation thrust upon us: Jesus was culturally not like us. He is different. We struggle – or should struggle - to understand him, just as we struggle to understand our new migrants.
Getting our imagery right is also crucial for mission. Campbell Moody was a Presbyterian Church of England missionary in Taiwan who interestingly, served between 1910 -1914 as a minister in Cromwell in Otago. [14] He felt especially uncomfortable about the stained glass windows in the western style Churches being built in Taiwan. Stained glass windows, which are of course a Western art form, often depict western saints, themes and events. Coloured glass physically filters and interprets the light coming through it. This created for Moody an anomoly as he entered these Churches in Taiwan. Inevitably, and almost literally, stained glass windows filter and present the light of Christ is interpreted as a Western faith by westerners in an Eastern land. 

Changing our stained glass windows provides an amazing opportunity to reinterpret the Light of Christ in a new and dynamic way. This can be of course challenging: the recipient community may feel threatened by the questions as to whether its much loved original stained glass windows are still appropriate. They are honoured as part of the history of what makes this Church who it is. They are also much loved and convey the Gospel to many in our Church today. The crucial point remains however that beautiful stained glass windows, whether the originals or the new imports with new themes, are not important and are in themselves nothing. The light of God must shine through our windows and our lives and interpret the Gospel for New Zealanders today. What matters is that we are Christ-facing and clear, allowing the love and grace of Jesus to flow through us without obstruction.

Given the changing immigration patterns and changes in the concept of ethnicity and belonging however, the New Zealand Church is like a dynamically changing stained glass window. This country is not only made up of diverse cultures; nor is it simply that each culture contributes its own themes to the mosaic, themes and patterns of the stained glass window. It is not just that the window is changing but we are changing dramatically so that others will see Jesus through new, contemporary eyes. New migrant Christians help interpret the light of Christ for us all. We are constantly re-interpreting the same Gospel because new Christians are constantly arriving and they too are (re)learning the faith they received at home. 

Moving beyond Multi-culturalism; Worship as the Missiological Centre

The primary calling and aim of the Christian community is “to worship God and enjoy Him forever”. It is not to be multi-cultural or even to witness our oneness in Jesus Christ. The congregation gathers to worship God first and foremost. A service of worship is a place of praise, the receiving of the assurance of forgiveness, of discipling, teaching, encouragement and equipping Christians to do mission and ministry and it is place in which we receive the resources to become one with all Christians. This may lead to diversity in unity. If worship is best carried out, at least for now, in some diverse settings in Korean, Taiwanese, English, Maori or Pacific Island languages, then so be it. However, the Church is more than either mono-ethnic or multi-cultural – it is a place of dynamic cross-cultural interaction. At some point that has to happen.
Diversity is not a threat but a reality and a resource for new insights as we unite. Korean and Pakeha Presbyterians for example may share and affirm the same doctrines in worship, but the languages and ways that they express these may be quite different. Who we are, the languages we speak and the ways we express ourselves are important and matter because they determine how we learn about our fundamental beliefs. Jung Young Lee argues that all theology is in some respects autobiographical. [13] It comes from our context and from who we are, shaped and molded by that context. Language, tradition and cultural norms are the very means or tools by which we shape our worship. If the dominant or host group insists that their language be used for worship, then the values of the migrant group can be repressed – unintentionally.  Obviously there is an immediate and legitimate worry that theology simply becomes the veneer for cultural, personal and ideological ideas. What Lee is equally rightly alluding to however is that objective, academic theology as has been expressed in the West can sweep aside issues of identity, cultural values and belonging. New ways of expressing the same truth transforms us all.
A major means to develop radical friendship is for every member of the Church, as far as is possible, to become bi-lingual. This may be little more than offering a few words of greeting and being able to introduce oneself in a second language. Listening to the Gospel as expressed in the grammar, idiom and character of another language opens new insights. Learnming another person’s language is an act of radical friendship, of crossing a wall that divides and hides us from one another. Encouraging younger people to learn a language for the sake of the Gospel is to break down walls.

Example of Cross-Cultural Action: Appointing Asian People to Workgroups

A mature and culturally diverse Church will naturally want to see all its members participating as fully as possible in all aspects and at all levels of its life. Practically, in terms of this paper’s area of interest, that means the appointment of Asian people to workgroups at local, Presbytery and National levels. To date, this has been slowly happening. There are some issues that are common to all members and congregations and some issues that are distinctive. The first major is the English word “workgroup”. In Asian languages this does not translate well. The term does not have authority, status or commonly understood place within the Church’s terminology. The standard term “Committee” in Chinese and Korean in contrast is a well established term that is understood, has authority and a sense of being a place in which one offers service to Jesus. The PCANZ however has over recent years actively moved away from appointing committees. The first issue now is how to presentthe significance of a ‘workgroup’ to a prospective member.
There are broadly six conditions which must be met before the appointment process can work most effectively and effective contributions from Asian members can take place. (i) Most importantly, token Asian appointments will destroy relationships and the possibilities of cross-cultural interaction. Asking for an Asian nomination to a Presbytery or national committee only makes sense if there is an equal desire to hear the views of Asian communities in the Church and to communicate ideas with them. Tokenism soon becomes apparent. (ii) The appointee must speak English well so as to be able to participate. (iii) Nominees need to be competent in the area of work or concern for which they are being nominated. That should include background knowledge of the topic in New Zealand, duly noting that an overseas or different perspective will often be of great value.
(iv) Nominees need, at least to some extent, to understand the PCANZ system and its requirements and procedures (v) The selection system for nominating them from within the Asian Church community needs to be efficient and comprehensive. (vi) Nominees normally need to have an understanding of and access to all Asian congregations, and not just their own, or own ethnic grouping, in order to gain responses and input. The Asian Ministries Centre is attempting to create means to facilitate this. (vii) To participate, nominees will need particular training, encouragement, resources and support. This may well be the case for all nominees, as the way that workgroups function when there are people from different backgrounds present is important. The issue is not the ethnicity of the members as such, but an understanding of the dynamics of communication within a group of a culturally diverse group.  
Clearly this is not just a pragmatic question of “who among the Asian congregations is available?” It is not just even a question of “finding a suitable person”. The question revolves around the vision of how we tap the resources we have in the Church appropriately, how we appreciate and develop each others gifts and work together in terms of “diversity in unity”. 
Conclusion:  A Brief Statement on the cross-cultural Church  for discussion

We thank and praise God for bringing people from many different ethnic backgrounds to Aotearoa-New Zealand. This is a place of great beauty which we all enjoy. Together we accept God’s call to make this land a place in which the Gospel is heard and where peace, justice and reconciliation are seen. Those of who have come later to make Aoatearoa our home honour the Tangata Whenua who have made and who make this land unique. The Treaty of Waitangi provides for the Maori to preserve to their treasures and for the Tauiwi to live here as people of this country. Together we welcome the Manuhiwi, the visitor and stranger, with the friendship of Jesus Christ. The Church seeks to be open to the gifts and insights of all whom God calls to be its members. The church asks God for the courage to change when change is necessary and the wisdom to know how to share together in discerning the mind of God and reaching out to others.
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