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UNDERSTANDING
ETHNIC IDENTITY

Iremember several years ago taking a personality

test that asked a series of questions connected

to worldview in relation to God and humanity.
Essentially, each question related to how I viewed
others and whether or not I believed the best about
their motives and intentions when interacting with
them. I can remember each time I came across
another question on this theme, I had this internal
battle inside of me. While I knew the “right” answer
was to assume the best and to believe in people’s
good intentions, I knew that I didn’t think or feel that
way all the time. I had experience after experience
where, given the right stressful circumstances, all
human beings, including believers, often responded
out of their own broken humanity. People are fallen,
I thought, so how could we always assume the best
about their motivations?

What I didn’t realize then was that this way of viewing
others was influenced by my cultural worldview that

I had grown up with as a Latina, and this worldview
differed from the white Christian community I was
involved with then. Dr. Juan Martinez, professor

at Fuller Seminary, jokes that “Latinos are one-point
Calvinists” because the depravity of man informs our
view of all our interactions with others and even our
view of the whole of human history. Justo Gonzalez

calls this a “non-innocent view of history” where
Latinos recognize that all history, including that of
Christianity, is a story about broken people.

My experience with this test several years ago
highlighted to me how tied my understanding of the
Christian life was to majority culture. In that season
of' my life, I had no understanding of how my own
Latino culture influenced me at very deep levels.
‘While the white evangelical church I came to faith in
was right to emphasize that my new identity in Christ
was of ultimate importance, it failed to acknowledge
that their own understanding of the Christian life was
influenced by majority culture lenses and that this
was the Christianity they taught me.

I picked up early on in my time as a believer that my
life before Christ was to be forgotten and dismissed
which implicitly included my ethnic identity too. I
remember reading verses like Philippians 3:13 where
Paul said “forgetting what lies behind and straining
forward to what lies ahead” and believing that this
meant that I needed to leave the past in the past and
get on with my new life in Christ which was infinitely
better. Because my life in this new community didn’t
include any Hispanics, I associated my ethnicity with
the part of my life I was meant to leave behind too.
Couple that way of thinking with the fact that my

life before coming to faith was painful, and I figured
ignoring that past and that part of my identity was the
right thing to do.

The problem with only focusing on my new identity in
Christ devoid of culture was that it wasn’t really true.
Neglecting to acknowledge my own Latino identity as
apart of how God made me, didn’t leave me free from
cultural influences. It just left me confused. When
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there were contradictions in cultural values that
showed up in my discipleship within this majority
culture Christian community, I always assumed

the majority was right and I was wrong. It couldn’t
possibly be that my own cultural lenses influenced me
in my walk with God to see the world differently, and
that maybe I had something to offer majority culture
in that perspective. There wasn’t room for that kind
of thinking so it was squelched in me instead. It left
me feeling like I was always immature and in need
of growth when my way of seeing God and the world
differed from others around me.

Starting to work for Destino, though, sent me on a
journey of exploring my own ethnic identity and the
valuable ways the culture had shaped me. Ibegan to
feel so affirmed in a community that for the first time
shared my story and my assumptions. Their view of
God was similar to me because of our shared common

experiences. It was a beautiful thing.

But within this searching, I couldn’t just embrace

the beautiful ways my culture had influenced me, I
also had to face the broken parts of my culture and
past that had left wounds in my life as well. Orlando
Crespo in talking about the bi-cultural journey said, “I
can’t let go of the fact that I have both of these worlds
in me and both have left their beautiful and painful
mark on me.” That was what I felt like God was doing
in me as he was pushing me to deal with all of my
story. There were beautiful parts to my Latino identity
that I was willing to embrace, but I was needing to
embrace the painful too. At that point, I began to look
honestly at the alcoholism and physical abuse in my
past and how those realities were early shapers of my
identity. Accepting both the beautiful parts and the
broken parts of my ethnic identity was necessary for
true depth of understanding of God and myself. There
could be no healing without a holding of both.

Recently, I listened to NPR’s "Alt.Latino” describing
how Salsa music is a good reflection of how life
contains this exact tension and paradox of the
beautiful and the painful. Most of the time salsa
music is viewed as happy music that is joyful and
danceable, but the lyrics of the music often carry dark
themes that deal with sorrow and suffering. These two
seemingly inconsistent parts together are what make
Salsa music so powerful. I think that’s true of my own
life too. Like Crespo said, being bicultural means that
two different cultural worlds have left their beautiful
and painful mark. That’s what makes me who I am and

how I understand God to be who he is in my life.

I think another significant piece to this journey for

me was when I read the book Honor and Shame by
Roland Muller. Again, in wanting to find healing from
my own past, I learned that when you come from a
shame-based culture like Latino culture, freedom
from shame is at the heart of the gospel message. But
it wasn’t only the shame I felt about the sins I had
committed that I needed freedom from, but also the
shame I felt as aresult of the sins done to me. As I read
through the book, this understanding of the gospel felt
almost like a second conversion experience for me. I
felt that while I had accepted that Christ took away
my guilt through his death when I trusted in him, I had
never fully accepted the truth that he had also taken
away my shame, including the shame I felt related to
my ethnicity. This was revolutionary in my life.

All of these experiences are a part of what God has
used and is using to grow me into wholeness in my
ethnic identity. So, while there was a time in my life
where I would have wanted to deny being Latina, I
can now say with confidence that my ethnicity is a
part of who God has made me to be. My cultureisn’ta
liability, but a blessing that wasn’t meant to be erased
at my conversion. I am thankful for the whole of the

story He has written and is writing over my life.

We refer to this journey as discovering our ethnic
identity and the following model and questions are
designed to help you process where God has you in
your own ethnic identity journey. Whether you are
from an ethnic minority community or you are from
the majority culture, we hope that this model will help
you in your own spiritual walk and understanding.
In addition, this model can be a helpful resource to
you in assisting others to discover where they are in
their own ethnic identity journey. However, it is not
intended to label or put others in a box. It is simply
designed to assist you in understanding how ethnic

identity affects one’s view on life and faith.

The model is not static as you may find yourself at
different points on the grid at different stages of life.
You may learn that God has you right where He wants
you or you may discover that your view of yourself

or others requires further exploration on this topic.
Please read through the Ethnic Identity Model and
read the descriptions and questions (which have been
adapted from Orlando Crespo’s Being Latino in Christ)
that follow . ..
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High Assimilation/Low Ethnic Identity | High Assimilation/High Ethnic Identity
"f A * See themselves as more majority * (Can be/feel assimilated into majority
culture than minority culture culture but still retain a strong sense
* Feel completely at home within a of ethnic identity
majority culture setting * Reflect a bicultural perspective in
* Could possibly feel shame with their friendship patterns,
ethnic identity (though not always) membership in organizations, etc.
* Feel out-of-place in a large gathering | * Move back and forth between
of their ethnic group majority and minority cultures easily
g * Have little interest in exploring their | ®* Are interested in keeping their ethnic
O ethnic identity, language, culture heritage alive and are quite
u * Are usually 3 and succeeding knowledgeable about it
<+ generations & may have grown up * (Canserve as a bridge between
(qv] isolated from others within their cultures
!:1 ethnicity
E Low Assimilation/Low Ethnic Identity | Low Assimilation/High Ethnic Identity
- CT) * Have acquired little majority culture | ® Can include newly arrived immigrants
W values, yet are also uncomfortable (especially of advanced age)
with an ethnic identity * [dentify more closely to their ethnic
< * Can feel estranged, disenchanted community than to majority culture
and disillusioned * May include ethnic minorities who
* Aren’tat home in either of the two feel white society will never treat
cultures in which they find them as equals
themselves * Are very unlikely to marry those
* For example, may include some first outside of their ethnic group
generation Eurasians and some * May have little interaction with
V biracial people majority culture in their daily life
* Do not feel truly accepted by any
culture in which they find
Low themselves
Low «— =» High
Ethnic Identity

*Adapted from:
Books.
Books.

Taken from:
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¢  Tokunaga, Paul, 2003. Invitation to Lead: Guidance for Emerging Asian American Leaders. Downers Grove, [L: IVP

* Crespo, Orlando, 2003. Being Latino in Christ: Finding Wholeness in Your Ethnic Identity. Downers Grove, IL: [VP

* Kitano, Harry and Daniels, Roger, 1995. Asian Americans: Emerging Minorities. Second Edition. Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall. (Original study from Ethnic [dentity and Assimilation, Kitano and Daniels 1988)

* Berry, John W,, 1980. “Acculturation As Varieties of Adaptation.” pp. 9-26 in AM. Padilla (ed.) Acculturation: Theory,
Models, and Some New Findings. Boulder, CO: Westview.
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High Assimilation/Low Ethnic Identity

Ifyou find yourself in this quadrant, it means you
have done well at understanding and fitting into

the majority culture in the ways mentioned in the
bullet points but you may not be have as deep an
understanding or may not be embracing your ethnic
identity. If you are committed to growing in your
ethnic identity, you will need to take some of the
following steps:

1. Exploration. Make a decision that you will begin
to ask questions about your ethnic identity by
talking to family members and friends, reading
books, or even taking classes that will help you in
learning about your ethnic identity.

2. Appreciation. Looks for ways in which your
ethnic identity is affirmed as a gift from God to
bless you and others.

3. Association. Make a conscious choice to identify
yourself as a member of your ethnic group,
even in situations where it might bring you
disapproval from others.

4. Interaction. Being to meet and interact with
others from your ethnic community who have a
healthy understanding of their culture and can
teach you something about yourself.

High Assimilation/High Ethnic Identity

If you find yourself'in this quadrant, you are likely in
a position to be a bridge builder between your culture
and other cultures. High assimilation and high ethnic
identity is a place of real hope and strength but also of
tension. You may even describe yourself as bicultural
- possessing the ability to exist in two different
cultures. You may find yourself being able to hold in
tension the dualities of your existence as an ethnic
minority even while operating in a majority culture
context. If you find yourself in this quadrant, you will
need to work on the following issues:

1. Exploration. Be intentional about exploring ways
you can be a bridge person between cultures, to
educate, inform and bring wholeness and healing
to those in both cultures.

2. Appreciation. Being to see your biculturalism
as a place of strength and as an opportunity to
thrive in relationships and ministry in a wide
assortment of cultural settings.

3. Association. Learn the language of your ethnic
heritage (if applicable) as a way to strengthen
your ability to connect with and care for those in

either culture.

4. Interaction. Find others from your ethnic group
that are living successfully in the tension of
both cultures. Be open to talking about your
experiences, identifying your strengths, pain and
victories, to continue to develop as a bicultural

person.

Low Assimilation/Low Ethnic Identity

If you find yourself'in this quadrant, you very

likely experience loneliness, aloss of direction and
marginalization beyond what most ethnic minorities
feel. To grow toward a healthy sense of ethnic identity,
it is essential to find other who are able to give you
perspective and wisdom for your life. If you find
yourself generally living in a state of low assimilation
and low ethnic identity, you may want to consider the

following steps:

1. Exploration. Commit yourself to getting to know
both the majority culture and your ethnic culture.
You may want to choose one to focus on for a
season of your life. As this is not something you
will be able to figure out on your own, you will
need to seek out those around you who can help
you.

2. Appreciation. Ask God to give you an
appreciation of your life and how He has made
you. Invite Him to guide you as you enter into
your journey of self-awareness as an ethnic
minority and a child of God.

3. Association. Make every effort to avoid isolation.
Choose the difficult path of associating with
others, trusting that God will bring people into
your life that will care for you and give guidance
in your ethnic journey.

4. Interaction. Try to find a church, ministry or
organization that include ethnic minorities
who have had a similar background and life
experience to yours, and seek to learn how they

have grown toward wholeness.

Low Assimilation/High Ethnicity Identity

Ifyou find yourself in this quadrant, you probably
feel very comfortable interacting within your own
ethnic community and have little desire to interact
with other cultures. Remember that it can be to your
advantage and can help in your own spiritual growth
as you trust God in crossing cultural boundaries. You
may want to consider the following ways to grow in
your experience with other cultures in a way that will
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not undermine your commitment and love for your

own ethnic identity:

1. Exploration. Begin to explore ways to step out of
your culture. Do all you can to learn about other
cultures, even when you think your approach
to something makes more sense. Be willing to
explore the possibility that you are ethnocentric
(i.e. believing that your culture and ethnicity are
superior to all others).

2. Appreciation. As you learn about different
cultures, ask God to give you an understanding
and appreciation for the values, beliefs, traditions
and worldview of others. Look for opportunities
to learn about and empathize with the oppression
and sufferings of others.

3. Association. Being to build cross-cultural
friendships with people who are willing to openly
share their lives with you.

4. Interaction. Be willing to step out and meet new
people in your job, school or community. Also,
be willing to speak out for the needs of others
beyond your ethnic group as opportunities arise.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. What are the strengths and weaknesses of each
quadrant?

2. Where would you place yourself? Why?

3. Which of these do you find yourself moving toward?
What help is needed to get there?

4. Based on the quadrant you find yourself in, identify
some needs you have for growing in ethnic identity.
What resources (e.g. people, books, films, etc.) could a

source of learning and growth for you?

5. Based on the quadrant you find yourself'in, what
is God teaching you about yourself? Where are you
hopeful and where are you discouraged?

6. How can you serve as a catalyst for others to arrive

at a healthier place in their ethnic journey?

7. What are the dangers of using this information
against others? How can it be misused in a hurtful

way?

8. Based on your experience and knowledge, how
accurate are these portrayals? What would you add,
change or reword?

9. How can these categories be helpful as you interact
with others in your workplace, in ministry or in your

family?





