Understanding Classism in the Church

· Cultural

· Consumerism of members becomes class barrier

· Exclusion from social groups and close friendships based on class

· Upper/middle class-centric values 

· Upper/Middle class dominant leadership

· Promoting class blindness

· Promoting class assimilation

· Teaching/Preaching

· Focus on middle/upper class needs

· Publishing focused on middle/upper class

· Social

· Suppressing or being unsafe to be open about experiences of group trauma: extreme violence, physical/sexual abuse, communities of addiction

· Isolation from social capital from class and racial segregation

· Not identifying with the lower-class

· Programmatic and Pastoral

· Programs focused on middle/upper class needs

· Leadership selection disproportionately upper/middle class

· Leadership development requires individuals who can quickly become leaders (middle/upper class)

Classism - Differences in Class Needs

· Political

· Promote being apolitical on social/economic issues

· Alignment of most Christians with upper/middle class political interests

· Syncretistic of Middle/Upper Class Sins
· Materialism/Consumerism

· Continued benefit from generational sins (racism) and continued exploitation

· Avoiding significant exposure to social problems (perpetuation of de facto segregation)

· Class-centric values/culture

· Any other classism in the Church

· Economics

· Disproportionate resources in upper class churches

· Individual focused funding schemes

· Giving to missions only that match class/culture of church

· “Cream skimming” middle/upper class leadership from lower class churches

· Institutional

· Class-based standards for ministry or being a pastor (i.e. college degree)

· Class-based denominational structures and rules

· Distorted Biblical Perspective

· Individualistic resulting in apolitical or blaming the victim politics

· Ignore the role of the Body of Christ as a reconciling agent in the world

· Downplay Old Testament, Prophetic Books, and teachings on justice

· Ignore Biblical teaching of sharing 1/3 of tithe of the wealthy with those serving poor (Deut. 14:28-29 & 26:12)

· Separate spiritual from physical to prioritize spiritual needs (upper/middle class needs) from physical needs (lower class needs)

· Overemphasis of rational/objective understanding of God vs. subjective experience of God (Holy Spirit)

Classism and Individualistic Fund Raising
· Many Christian missionary organizations rely on individuals doing fund raising for themselves in ministry though personal relationships

· This model is highly scalable
· This model has a strong classist bias

· Individuals from a lower class background will not have access to social capital

· Will result in almost exclusively only funding individuals with high class access and background

· Creates strong incentive to upwardly class identify to improve funding potential

· This classism has strong racial implications (class-based racism)

The Bible and Classism

James 2: 1-5

    My brothers, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don't show favoritism. Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in shabby clothes also comes in. If you show special attention to the man wearing fine clothes and say, "Here's a good seat for you," but say to the poor man, "You stand there" or "Sit on the floor by my feet," have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts?  Listen, my dear brothers: Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised those who love him?

Tithe and Resource Distribution

Deuteronomy 14: 28-29

    At the end of every three years, bring all the tithes of that year's produce and store it in your towns, so that the Levites (who have no allotment or inheritance of their own) and the aliens, the fatherless and the widows who live in your towns may come and eat and be satisfied, and so that the LORD your God may bless you in all the work of your hands. 

Middle/Upper Class Churches Not Giving 1/3

· Local churches have developed theology to monopolize local control over tithe

· In a segregated society where resources are geographically based, this results in unequal distribution of resources

· Para-churches are often the main mechanism for the middle/upper classes to effectively serve the poor

· Para-churches are not considered to be as much a part of the global Body of Christ as local churches

· Examples

· Translation (in a segregated society for middle/upper class churches)

· “The Body of Christ is the local church (serving the middle/upper class) and the parachurch (serving the lower class) is not the Body of Christ.”

· Middle/upper class churches do not give 1/3 of their tithe to churches/para-churches serving the poor

· Lack of resources to churches/para-churches serving the poor is the result

· Local churches monopolizing income into the Body of Christ is classist 

· Unless local churches give 1/3 of their tithe to other churches/para-churches serving the poor or

· Unless local churches are significantly multi-class

Three Options Biblically for Churches

· Be a lower-class dominant church

· Be a multi-class church

· Must work toward genuine class reconciliation within the church

· Only possible if church can develop a critical mass of the poor and if the pastors will use their power to offset natural class tendencies in society

· Be a Middle/Upper Class Giving Church

· Give one-third of tithe to churches and ministries that primarily serve the poor and oppressed

