Multiethnic Conference 2000 Celebrates Unity in Diversity

C

onferees to the seventh biennial Multiethnic Conference of the Christian Reformed Church met June 8-12 at Calvin College in Grand Rapids, Mich., to celebrate the church’s racial and cultural diversity and its unity in Christ.

@BODYTEXT:Designed to provide opportunities for multiethnic conferees and synodical delegates to interact, the conference ran concurrently with the early activities of Synod 2000. It included a joint plenary session with synodical delegates as well as a joint multiethnic worship service Sunday night.

 
First mandated by Synod 1986 to provide emerging minority leaders in the CRC with an orientation to the denomination, the conference is a time of networking, of racial reconciliation, and of teaching about the CRC’s agencies, theology, and services. In support of this year’s theme, “Life Together: Sharing Our Gifts, Building Community, and Celebrating the Life,” the conference featured workshops, ethnic caucuses, prayer, and worship.

Learning Who We Are

This year, for the first time, the conference included classes on the history, polity, and doctrine of the CRC. Calvin Theological Seminary President James De Jong gave a lecture on church history. “You’ll have to forgive us--they’re all white males,” he joked, referring to John Calvin, Abraham Kuyper, and other historic Reformed leaders. 

Conferees also heard from other members of Calvin Seminary’s faculty. Rev. Ronald Feenstra gave an introduction to Reformed theology and doctrine; Rev. Henry De Moor discussed Reformed church government; Rev. Jeffrey Weima introduced principles of biblical interpretation; and Rev. Sidney Greidanus taught biblical preaching along with Rev. Reginald Smith of Roosevelt Park Community Church in Grand Rapids. 

 
“I think the emphasis on history is very appropriate,” said Rev. Philip Wu of Hyde Park CRC in Chicago, a church attended by Asian immigrant students and faculty from the University of Chicago. Ordained last September, Wu said he appreciated the review of CRC history and polity built into the conference.

 
Joyce Masih, who will be ordained as an elder this summer, is a Pakistani immigrant who came to Hamilton, Ontario, in 1979. “This is my first chance at a real religious education, and I’m enjoying it very much,” said Masih, who helps organize Bible studies and evangelism programs for Hindus and Muslims in the Hamilton area.

Building Community

 
The second part of the conference, from Saturday through Monday, emphasized sharing, learning about resources, community, prayer, and worship. After opening worship, conference planners set aside time for conferees to listen to each other’s stories.

Conferees heard from Pastor Luis Salazar of Friendship Community Church, whose ministry brings him in close contact with people who struggle with drug addiction and prostitution; from Rev. George Boyd of Vision One Ministries, a holistic urban ministry that operates a recovery house and an adult-literacy program; and from Rev. Stanley Jim, pastor of Tohatchi (N.M.) CRC, who has accepted a call to be ministry director of Classis Red Mesa.

 
Jim, whose congregants range in vocation from shepherds to business professionals, said he found the conference encouraging. “One thing that has been great is seeing more Natives attend,” he said. 

 
At the first joint plenary session of the Multiethnic Conference and synod, internationally renowned speaker and author Rev. John Perkins of Jackson, Miss., offered a challenging keynote address.

 
Perkins, co-founder and board chair of the Christian Community Development Association (CCDA) and president of the John Perkins Foundation for Reconciliation and Development, discussed the effects of a tainted church. “The church has accommodated racism and bigotry and robbed the gospel of its power. But to set up churches as racial entities is an affront to the purpose of the gospel,” he said.

 
“This conference can set off a whole new reality of what the church can be as we accept each other, affirm each other’s dignity, and release each other’s gifts to enrich the body of Christ,” Perkins urged. “The American ideal is the hearing of the gospel, but that’s not enough. It has to be incarnated.”

 
Perkins went on to suggest that the CRC take proactive measures to improve educational opportunities and access to resources for minorities, and to develop indigenous leadership in minority communities.

 
Perkins spoke further at a meeting featuring leaders of three CRC-affiliated CCDA ministries. After speaking about the work of their ministries, the leaders responded to practical questions about community development from the audience.

Rooting Out Racism

Conferees also heard from Calvin College Sociology Professor Michelle Loyd-Paige and Rev. John Suk, editor in chief of The Banner, who led an informative anti-racism presentation that followed a progress report on the CRC’s efforts to implement anti-racism initiatives throughout denomination. Meanwhile Synod 2000 affirmed the church’s anti-racism initiatives and urged all the agencies and educational institutions of the CRC to participate in such anti-racism training.

 
Loyd-Page defined racism as “race prejudice plus the power of systems and institutions,” and pointed out that different groups understand racism differently. While whites often see racism incidentally, in terms of individual attitudes, African Americans see racism in broad strokes, embedded in systems and institutions and often repeated over time, sometimes over generations. 

 
Suk discussed how he first became aware of white privilege and systemic racism. “The fact that you’re not individually prejudiced doesn’t mean that racism goes away,” he said. “It’s a wonderful thing to overcome personal prejudice in the circle of our hearts, but it’s a Christlike thing to combat systemic racism in our world.” 

 
Greg Llerena, a youth pastor at Oasis Community CRC in Orlando, Fla., expressed positive feelings about the CRC’s efforts toward rooting out racism. “A lot has been done. I’m personally a product of the CRC’s efforts toward multiculturalism in the sense that I was accepted into a mostly white church,” he said. Llerena is African American/Latino.

 
“I think it’s a great model for the Christian Reformed Church,” Llerena said. “Oasis has not only opened its doors to minorities, but they have also opened up their doors for minorities in leadership positions in the church as well. . . . It’s a good example of where the CRC needs to go.” 

 
The Multiethnic Conference culminated in a beautiful closing worship service Monday night in Calvin College’s chapel. A multinational choir led the congregation in singing “This Is the Day” in English, Spanish, Laotian, Pakistani, Urdu, Navajo, and Filipino.

 
Evangelist Fernando del Rosario of Living Faith Fellowship-Filipino CRC in San Francisco organized the service to include many languages and traditions, from the opening prayer in Pakistani to the Navajo prayer of adoration and confession. 

 
A particularly beautiful offering was Luis Salazar’s original composition, “I Want to Sing for the Lord,” which Salazar performed in Spanish as he accompanied himself on guitar. The sermon, delivered by Rev. Sysay Vilaylack of Laotian Vientiane CRC, Moreno Valley, Calif., was “A Challenge to Work Together,” an appropriate text for the day-- and for days to come. 

-- Jennifer Parker, Banner News Editor, 

with ed. assistant John J. VanderMeer (June 2000).

@NEWS(TITLE):Y2K Synod Opens with Prayer and Praise 

@BODYTEXT(-INDENT):On Sunday, June 11, the Multiethnic Conference, Synod 2000, and guests gathered at the Calvin College Fieldhouse for a multinational “Service of Prayer and Praise.” 

@BODYTEXT:Hosted by First Christian Reformed Church of Jenison, Mich., the event commemorated Pentecost and celebrated the unity, diversity, and gifts of the body of Christ. 

The service began with a processional of flags carried in by First CRC’s youth groups, Cadets, and GEMS. The flags represented 20 of the 32 nations within which the Christian Reformed Church works around the world. 

Rev. Marvin Vander Vliet, pastor of First CRC, welcomed the congregation and issued a call to worship from Psalm 117: “Praise the Lord, all you nations; extol him, all you peoples.” Van Vliet’s call was followed by congregational singing, soloists, instrumental music, and responsive readings, with specific prayers for delegates to Synod 2000, for the Multiethnic Conference, and for fraternal delegates, missionaries, chaplains, and candidates to the ministry.

Selected speakers recited the Nicene Creed in the languages of the nations in the approximate order of their historical involvement in the CRC, culminating in an audiencewide recitation of the creed in English as an expression of unity. 

Guest speaker Rev. John Perkins, of Jackson, Miss., spoke on the joint mandate of the church. “All of us together must take responsibility to demonstrate the oneness that Jesus Christ ordained,” he said. “The gospel is not just for proclamation; it is for manifestation of the presence of God.” 

Perkins, a sharecropper’s son and third-grade dropout who grew up amid oppression and poverty in Mississippi, became a civil-rights leader and social activist during the ‘60s. He suffered harassment and imprisonment at the hands of racist whites, including law-enforcement officials. While in prison he was twice beaten nearly to death. During this time his ministry of evangelism, racial reconciliation, and justice began to take shape.

Armed with the gospel and a determination to bring about justice for the poor and oppressed, Perkins went on to found the John M. Perkins Foundation for Reconciliation and Development, the Christian Community Development Association, and a number of grass-roots community and youth development ministries. His goal is to raise up indigenous leaders to take the reins of change and empowerment in their own communities.

“The Bible is not just for hearing the Word but for digesting it and living it out,” Perkins said. “If we really believe that the gospel is the power of God to salvation, then we have to know that it has the power to reconcile us into one body, and we have to demonstrate that.”

The worship service included an offering to benefit the Race Relations Multiracial Student Scholarship Fund. A communion service rounded out the program, followed by a number of musical selections and a performance of Handel’s “Hallelujah Chorus.”

Multiethnic Conference committee chair Victoria Gibbs, moved to tears, said, “I didn’t know whether it would all come together, but God is faithful. Once again, he demonstrated that he could bring people of different ethnic backgrounds together in harmony for his glory.”

@CREDIT(SHORT):-- Jennifer M. Parker

