Making Urban Churches Multicultural
Christians must intentionally break down racial and cultural barriers.
by Brian Seim
Genuine ethnic change has taken place across Canada in the past decade. Over 3.2 million new immigrants in the last 12 years have changed the face of Canada. Large numbers of immigrants and refugees are arriving from Asia, Latin America, the Caribbean, Africa and Eastern Europe.

Their desire to understand Christianity far exceeds most Christians' desire to share their faith.

In the midst of this change we must ask ourselves, "Who is the Canadian church?" Only one third of Canadian immigrants have a Christian movement among their people. We must make room in our church for them. Paul's letter to the Galatians calls the Church to intentionally destroy racial and cultural barriers and to be reconciled to our brothers and sisters in Christ. When we reconcile ourselves with people from other cultures, we will see true evangelism take place.

Culture-friendly evangelism

Culture-friendly evangelism starts with simple, non-confrontational questions such as, "Do you have time for a coffee?" or, "Can I help you with anything?" As you spend time with people and build up a trust, deeper concerns begin to surface. Many times the Good News begins, "I can't help you in that problem, but Jesus can. Could I pray for you?" A month later, that may lead to, "Have you ever really thought about Jesus Christ?" Following another warm responsive conversation about faith, you might ask, "If you could have a personal relationship with God, would you want to?"

Principles of Reconciliation

• Confess the wrong of rejection. When one person wrongs another, go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift (see Matthew 5:24). Our sin may not be intentional, but we sin if we fail to incorporate immigrants into our worship and fellowship.

• Break racial barriers intentionally. We must strive to understand that friend from another culture, to overcome racial barriers, to step beyond our bias. People from the dominant culture of a church need to invite ethnic newcomers into their homes, make friends with them and pray for and with them.

• Build new roads of joint understanding. I personally come from a Christian tradition that is 170 years old with three major historical periods. During each period, a fundamental change took place. One dominant culture passed away and another took its place. Our reconciliation with other cultures may require an entirely new way of communicating, so that a new dominant culture is born.

• Accept discomfort in the dialogue. We will face new ideas, new ways of thinking, new authority structures and roles every day. Lowering our expectations of "solutions" in the early stages of dialogue gives us time to examine the part that tradition, basis of authority and application of Scripture play in another culture. Understanding culture within the context of personal friendship brings real solutions.

Friendly evangelism is not invasive. It happens when the Holy Spirit nudges us to speak and gives us the words we need. Friendships will change your mind about people and help you overcome your fear. Culture-friendly evangelism involves six goals:

• Open Heart—Loving friendship is the best way to bridge the culture gap. Only when we intentionally reach out can we begin to overcome our fear and prejudice. Offer to help a new Canadian learn English. Orient them to some of the practical day-to-day tasks of Canadian society. Offer to show them around town or help them with their taxes.

• Open Home—How hospitable are you when it comes to new immigrants? More than 98 percent of Canadian Christians have never invited an immigrant into their home. Why not host a dinner party or invite a new immigrant for coffee and tea?

• Open Group—Encourage your friends to consciously open up to new people. Christian social groups should not only focus on personal comfort, but also on making new people feel welcome.

• Open Voice—Open discussion in Bible study and testimonies during worship time helps newcomers feel part of your church. It helps immigrants tell their story and helps us to appreciate their perspective.

• Open Mind—Jesus changed people by accepting them in spite of their lifestyle. In order to accept people of other cultures into our church family, we must have open minds. Christ commands us to love our neighbours, not judge their actions.

• Open Hands—Christians are often encouraged to give until it hurts. But we often start to hurt prematurely and retreat into our comfort zone long before the needy person is touched by our action. Instead of giving until it hurts, we need to give until it helps.

Canada's Immigration in the '90s

Asian Immigrants—1,565,000: In the last 12 years, 211,000 people from the Middle East, 353,000 from South Asia, 408,000 from Southeast Asia and 590,000 from East Asia have immigrated to Canada. Most don't have a Christian church among their people group, either in Canada or in their country of origin.

• Vancouver—The Pacific Rim is a strong magnet to Asians. Their cultures are family oriented. If they cannot live together, they prefer easy travel access to families in Asia.

• Alberta—High tech and finance jobs related to oil have attracted many Asians to the prairies.

• Toronto—Between 1991 and 1996, over 606,000 Asians moved to Toronto. They join 400,000 other Asian immigrants who have arrived since 1961. Ironically, their desire to understand Christianity far exceeds most Christians' desire to share their faith. Many have found Christ but have become like invisible "furniture" in white churches. According to the Toronto Star (May 2, 1999), 49 percent of South Asians feel they are treated fairly by media and 32 percent experienced discrimination in finding employment. Would a poll on how the Church is doing be any different?

• Montreal—Over 40,000 Asian immigrants have moved as far east as Montreal. Almost half are from Vietnam. Their children are Canadians struggling between two cultures. These people need to hear the message of Christ.

South and Central America/Caribbean Immigrants—555,000: People from the Americas often choose to move to Canada. There are 75,000 Hispanics in Vancouver. Sixty thousand Caribbean immigrants have chosen Montreal. Hundreds of thousands have poured into Toronto, many filling factories and domestic positions to give their kids a better chance. Churches among these groups have greater need for financial help than East Asians. Church fragmentation, poverty and inadequate leadership development continue to drag them down. But our fear and ignorance of their culture has also caused distancing between our churches. Many Latin and Caribbean Christians attribute this distance to prejudice and feel they have little access to the rest of the body of Christ.

South and East European Immigrants—1,160,000: Most Europeans move to Eastern Canada. Italians continue to arrive, but new sources of immigration include Poland, Yugoslavia (and its parts), Russia and Romania. Croatian, Bulgarian, Bosnian, Albanian and Basque peoples have also been identified as unreached in their homelands, as well as here in North America. Coming from centuries of revolution, there is a desperate need for prayer and ministry among these people groups.

African Immigrants—230,000: Economic growth and increased education have enabled many Africans to come to Canada as immigrants and refugees. This is the first decade that Canada has received significant numbers of Africans.

• Montreal— French is the official language of many northwest African countries. Therefore, many African immigrants blend into Montreal's tapestry. Many Africans also come from fundamentalist Islamic states and, in Canada's least evangelized province, the efforts of Islamic groups to muzzle Christians is hampering the spread of the Gospel. Why not choose a sister church in Quebec that you can communicate with and pray for?

• Toronto— Most African immigrants have moved to greater Toronto. Half of them come from countries with strong evangelical traditions, yet African evangelical leaders estimate that only one percent actually attend church in Canada. I recently brought an African person to church. When we left, he said, "I would not like to bring my family here. Only one person talked to me when I wasn't with you." In our churches we support the missionary that brought this man to Christ, but when he comes to our country we are afraid to meet him ourselves.

Jesus has only one Church made up of believers from every culture and background. In order to be one Church we all need a deeper understanding of our oneness in Christ. Reconciliation, respect and large doses of Christ's grace are necessary if we are to bridge the culture gap. Christ took the costly responsibility to break the barrier of race on the cross. We need to begin to break down the barriers that separate us too. We need to build real friendships, not on the basis of skin colour but on the colour of the blood of Christ.
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