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D 
ISCRIMINATION HAS many faces. Racism is one. In 
many black Christians it evokes a vibrant and explicit 
spirituality. Other black people, not finding an image 
of God to affirm them, either lose faith altogether or 

find God outside white 'European'  Churches. 
For this article five black women connected with the Black and 

White Christian Partnership in Birmingham, U.K. ,  agreed to give 
time to have their thoughts and experiences recorded on tape. 
Four share their stories of the pain and sorrow that racism has 
caused as well as sharing the spiritual realities which sustain them. 
One has happier memories. 

Each was asked similar questions: when did you first become 
aware of discrimination? What  part did faith and prayer play in 
helping you to cope? How has racism affected your life as a 
Christian? Have you been helped by your faith community, your 
Church? Have you ever felt inhibited or frustrated by a British or 
European spirituality which is not your own? 

Limitations of space make it impossible to transcribe in full the 
five fascinating and humbling sessions. What follows are selections 
offered without further comment as being relevant tO 'Spirituality 
and social issues'. 

Margot Hutchison 

Eve Pitts 
I think full consciousness came when I must have been about eight 
years old and I went to what was then a very popular Baptist 
church with my mother. At the end of the service my mother and 
I came to the door to say goodbye to the minister. I remember 
his sw]ing, 'Well, it was nice to have you Mrs Stewart; it was 
very nice to have you, but would you not come back next week 
because parishoners, my parishoners, don' t  like it'. I think this 
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was when the full consciousness finally arr ived.  I had now put  m y  
finger on the difference. I actually r e m e m b e r  going down the road 
and m y  mo the r  holding my  hand  very  tightly, ve ry  firmly, and I 
can only think that  mus t  have been  anger  and  bit terness because 
she d idn ' t  talk to me about  the incident.  She d idn ' t  communica te  
her  feelings to me.  Unti l  this day she's never  said anything,  bu t  
I ' l l  always r e m e m b e r  the way she gr ipped my hand  very  tightly 
as we walked away f rom church  . . . I knew there was something 
very,  ve ry  wrong  that  I cou ldn ' t  explain and a total state of  
confusion set in by then,  and this has never  left me; this feeling, 
this deep sense of  hur t  and reject ion has always been in the 
forefront  of  m y  mind  and  I think this new consciousness started 
right then,  and I thought ,  well, I was told in the church  that  
Sunday  that I was one of  G o d ' s  ch i ld ren- -as  a child I think that  
makes a very  deep i m p r e s s i o n - - a n d  I think that 's  the first impres-  
sion I had  of  not  be ing  accepted in  British society. 

F rom a personal  point  of  view, and it 's a personal  one, I grew 
up with a love-hate relat ionship for m y  God ,  because like m a n y  
black people I grew up in a home  where God  was at the centre,  
however  vague that  m a y  be at times. H e  was ve ry  m u ch  at the 
centre of  ou r  e x i s t e n c e - - o u r  whole being. It was almost second 
na ture  for m y  mothe r  to come out  and say, 'Well ,  G o d  will 
provide '  or ' G o d  knows our  hearts ,  dear ' ,  or  'You know G o d  
will recompense  us one d a y - - h e ' l l  give us our  just  rewards ' .  
Subconsciously the whole ethos was about  a Go d  who cares and a 
G od  who will deliver.  But I think that  that  was one level. As I 
grew older  I began to dislike this G o d  more  and more:  what  kind 
of  G o d  is this? Who  is this G o d  that  m y  parents  talk about? I 
became  very  scornful towards this G o d  who they projected,  and I 
wanted  to discover a new God,  a God  who mean t  something to 
me in the p layground,  in the workplace,  in the c h u r c h - - a  G o d  
with whom I could identify; that  he or she  was on  m y  side and 
that  in order  for this G o d  to be G o d  he had unequivocal ly  to be 
against the forces which diminished m y  humani ty .  This  is not  
recent  language I ' ve  d e v e l o p e d - - I ' v e  been  talking like this since I 
was knee-high to a grasshopper ,  saying to my  parents ,  ' W h o  is 
this G o d  you  are talking about?  I f  this God  cares so m u ch  for us, 
why are black people be ing  humi l ia ted  day  in and day out? '  M y  
mothe r  would throw up her  hands  in hor ro r  and say, ' O h  dear,  
we b rough t  this child up to believe in God  and listen to what  she's 
saying ' .  I m e a n  they d idn ' t  know how to cope with me. 
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T h e  Church ,  the Pentecostal  C h u r c h  which I was par t  of at that  
t ime couldn ' t  cope with me.  T h e y  said I was blaspheming,  and I 
was an t i -Church  and therefore  I had to leave the Ch u rch  and I 
was quite happy  by  then to leave the Chu rch  because the G o d  
they presented to me just  d idn ' t  add up.  H e  d idn ' t  make  sense in 
the world in which I found myself, where  people were hostile to 
my  culture and to my  colour.  And  so I thought ,  if that ' s  the G o d  
you ' r e  going to offer to me,  who offers piecemeal  that I should 
turn  the other  cheek, then  I ' m  not  interested. So I left the Ch u rch  
and I went  into political o rgan iza t ions - - the  black people 's  f reedom 
move m e n t  and so on. I was on a jou rney ;  I was want ing  to find 
out who  this God  was; the na tu re  of  the Go d  that  makes demands  

on me that  I should worship him.  I wasn ' t  p repared  to worship a 
half-baked idea. I think it was about  ten years ago when I suddenly 
grew u p - - m y  faith grew up. It wasn ' t  my  mothe r ' s  faith any 
more;  it wasn ' t  my  father 's  way or m y  grandfa ther ' s  who was a 
Methodis t  minister;  it wasn ' t  my  g randmothe r ' s  who was a strong 
woman,  a beaut iful  Afr ican woman;  it was now my faith. 

T h e  point  I need  to make  before I go on is that  when I left the 
Church ,  however  ha rd  I tried, I couldn ' t  get G o d  out  of my  
system. I m a y  not  have liked the idea of  the G o d  I had,  but  I 
couldn ' t  get it out  of  m y  system; it was almost second nature .  But 
I r emember ,  it was ten years  ago; I got up one m o r n i n g - - n o ,  the 
night before I ' d  said, ' O k a y  God,  because I can ' t  get you  off m y  
back, I ' l l  go back to church,  bu t  I ' ll  only go back to church  if I 
can have some evidence that  you  care for my  people; that you 
care for me as I am and I don ' t  have to come and ask you to 
forgive me for my  blackness; if I don ' t  have to describe myse l f  in 
mucky  terms; that  I can actually,  positively embrace  what  you 
have made  me. I f  you  deny  me that human i ty  then I want  no 
par t  of  you ' .  I r e m e m b e r  actually saying that at m y  bedside. I 
wrote down a list of questions that  I wanted  to ask G o d  and it 
was largely about  Africa; about  the denial  of  black humani ty ;  
about  white peoPle 's  inabili ty to see me as totally h u m a n - - w h i c h  
made  me take strides every  day to match  up to their  idea of  what  
it means  to be h u m a n  or to gain equali ty,  which presupposes that  
white people are the ones who have the monopo ly  of being human .  
Those  were the questions that  I asked God  that  night. 

T h e  following morn ing ,  maybe  it 's just  coincidence,  bu t  I ' m  
not  that  type of  person,  I r e m e m b e r  being woken very  power fu l ly - -  
and I always say it was in the most  powerful  and yet gentle w a y - -  
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somebody  touched me, and I j u m p e d  out  of m y  sleep. I woke up, 
switched the radio on quite  automatical ly  and on the radio was a 
very  good friend of  mine.  He  was saying: 'Are  you disillusioned? 
Are you  asking questions of  G o d  that  he doesn ' t  seem to be 
answering? Are you  angry  with this God? '  And  I was saying, 
'Yes, yes, yes, I ' m  angry  with this God! '  I went  downstairs and 
rang this fr iend at that  t ime in the morn ing  and said ' Y o u ' v e  just  
been  on the radio! '  He  said, 'Yes, very  good! '  A n y w ay  we talked 
and we prayed.  But it d idn ' t  stop there.  I call it a t r u c e - - a  t ruce 
that happened  between me and my God.  I became a Chris t ian 
that  week. I was always a Chris t ian,  but  now I was the one who 
called the tune.  And  f rom that  day for about  a year  I lived on 
cloud nine. T h e  quest ions h a d n ' t  gone bu t  I had the zeal of the 
conver ted  . . . and that  lasted for about  a year .  

T h e n  I went  zoom. I jus t  went  downhill;  nobody  unders tood  
what  was happening.  Some people d idn ' t  care at church;  some 
people cared very  much.  By now I ' d  washed m y  hands  of the 
Pentecostal  C hu rch  and I ' d  gone to an Anglican church.  N o b o d y  
unders tood  in my  congregat ion  what  was happen ing  to me; all the 
questions flooded back: Who  is this God? Does he care for the 
oppressed? W ha t  has he got to say to the people I meet  every  day? 
It was hell; there ' s  no other  word  that  I can use to describe that 
experience than  to say I went  to hell and back. M y  husband  
A n thony  said, ' I ' m  unable  to help you,  bu t  I ' m  here  when you 
come out ' .  I cou ldn ' t  even take par t  in the Euchar is t  any more .  
T h e  Eucharis t ,  whilst with m y  head it was meaningful ,  with my 
hear t  there  was something fundamenta l ly  wrong  with the way it 
was presented to me.  It  was presented  by  white people who failed 
to recognize my  humani ty .  So how can it be  meaningful?  In  fact 
one of  ou r  wardens ,  who once said in a meet ing  that  he could 
never  consider black people to be one of  themselves,  was actually 
one of  the people who adminis tered  the chalice on  S u n d a y - - s o  the 
whole thing of  the Eucharis t  just  became  emPtY for me.  H o w  can 
I share in the Euchar is t  when people I share with felt that way? 
And  that went  on for quite  a long t i m e - - a b o u t  nine months  again. 
And  when  I came out  of  it, I r e m e m b e r  the night when I knelt at 
the bedside; and I h a d n ' t  been  able to p ray  proper ly  because every 
t ime I p rayed  the words jus t  bounced  on the ceiling and  bounded  
back. I r e m e m b e r  the night and  my  husband  r emembers  it because 
he was at my  side, and  I said, ' H e r e  I am again. You  take me as 
I am,  God,  totally; you  take me in all my  b lackness - - in  a positive 
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way' .  This  wasn ' t  ' O  God,  wash my  soul so I can be white as 
snow' .  I was saying, 'O  God ,  take me as I am because I am one 
of  you r  creatures;  you have created me black and I w o n ' t  apologize 
for it and if I have to apologize for it, God,  I don ' t  want  to be 
par t  of you ' .  And  I p rayed  that prayer :  I said, ' I  love my black 
nose; I love m y  broad  nose; I love my  thick lips, and I love m y  
hair  jus t  as it is, and if I have to do something else to change 
myself  to make  you  accept me,  then please let me go' .  And  it was 
one of  the most  l iberat ing p r aye r s  I ' ve  ever prayed.  

In  all that  the inst i tut ional  system cripples you.  M y  quarre l  a t  
the mom e n t ,  and I think m y  fear, when I see m a n y  white vicars 
with black congregations;  m y  fear is that  unless that  minis ter  
affirms that black person ' s  humani ty ,  says that  this too is one of  
God ' s  creatures,  made  in G o d ' s  image,  unless that  vicar can say 
it unequivocal ly;  then my  fear is that  f rom my exper ience certainly 
(as far as my  vicar  was concerned  I was just  a nice Chris t ian 
woman)  that m y  blackness is denied all the way.  H e ' s  a ve ry  nice 
man,  bu t  he had to struggle intellectually and emotional ly  and 
I ' v e  no doubt  spiritually to actually make  the hurdle  and say, 
'Yes, Eve is one of  God ' s  creatures ' .  

I t ' s  not  an easy quest ion for me to answer: why have I stuck 
with the insti tution? I was b rough t  up in a Pentecostal  Ch u rch  
and I ' d  be the first to recognize the good things it did for me. It 
gave me a strong sense o f  str iving for holiness. It  gave  me a strong 
awareness of  what  our  responsibilities in our  relat ionship with God  
should be. I think there are lots of  good things about  the Pentecostal  
Churches .  It  encourages  you  to use you r  talents whatever  they 
are, however  small. I f  y o u ' r e  not  a good speaker or if y o u ' r e  a 
good one, you  get equal chance to go up  there and preach and 
teach. For  me,  though,  it became  a prison. It became a prison in 
which I wasn ' t  able to art iculate the issues and the questions which 
I wanted  to ask: what  mus t  be the Churches '  responsibili ty towards 
the suffering of  their  people? At that  early age when  I was told I 
was heretical  and I had n o  right to ask God  such questions, all 
that  did to me was to kill me spiritually so I knew I had to get 
o u t .  

For  me,  being able to get up spontaneous ly ,  to sing a song from 
the heart ,  a typical black song about  f reedom and oppression and 
what ' s  happening:  that ' s  essential. So I think over  the next  five 
years at the most  I would like to see some kind of  l i turgy which 
takes on  board  the black expression of  faith; that the black person 
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can use the structures, the Anglican structure and the Eucharist 
and prayer and intercession and actually use it in a black context. 
I think what has been happening, and it's worrying, is that black 
Anglicans have become as cold as their white brothers and sisters, 
and to me that 's worrying. Black Christians have to maintain that 
thing, that indefinable thing within us which means that when we 
get up we  sing from the depths of our being and we say 'The 
Lord delivered Daniel' and we sing 'Steal away' because it's part 
of our culture. Or we get up and we can talk about our Christian 
journey with conviction, and I 'm  not talking about triumphant 
testimonies; I 'm  talking about that experience that only belongs 
to the black congregation. I don' t  want to be in a church full of 
black people where if I close my eyes I can pretend it's white. 

Hansa Shah, probation officer 
I was born in India near Bombay and only came here twelve years 
ago. Being of Asian origin I do want to be called black. When I 
came here I didn' t  have a black identity, I didn' t  have a very 
strong black consciousness really. And for the first two years I 
worked in a hospital and started becoming aware of the issues. It 
was then I decided that black was a much more political term 
than just about the colour of skin, and I was going to put myself 
alongside black rather than fragmenting and saying that I 'm Asian. 
But I didn' t  come like everybody else who applied to come to 
Britain. I came here at the invitation of certain churches to work 
with Asian people, and in that sense I was called. In the first three 
years I really believed that I was here to help Asian people and 
that 's what God wanted me to do and I was happy; I sailed along. 
Painful things were happening but they didn' t  cut deep into me. 
I was helping people and I was doing good social work and that 
felt fairly nice. Then, little by little, small things started 
happening--being discriminated against on buses; with the police; 
in small things; in conversations; little boYs coming and holding 
their noses and saying 'you smelly Pakky'.  It seemed everywhere 
and I felt bad. 

Only a few months ago I attended a short retreat where a black 
bishop talked about identifying with the oppressed; what  it feels 
like to be oppressed and then being able to appreciate what Christ 
went through in his whole experience. I said to him, 'Listening to 
you ,  you have put it into words for me- -maybe  my coming here 
wasn't  just to do wonderful social work. My coming here has 
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opened my eyes; I really understand what it is not to have power, 
not to be in a position of power, not to be able to do very much. 
And when discrimination or injustice happens you don' t  have very 
much recourse. I have begun identifying with that, and because 
of identifying with that my spirituality has deepened--when I read 
the bible and whatever happened to people there, I think that is 
one step further on. 

A month later, the recent incident happened. It was a painful 
stand. And all the time I felt God telling me not to be afraid; that 
he would see me through and if this was happening to me who 
hadn ' t  done anything wrong, I had to stand. It would have been 
very easy to ignore it like everybody told me: 'You are being too 
sensitive, just ignore it; you know what that judge is like.' It would 
have been easy to do it, but that would have been covering up 
injustice to all the black people, to me, to black clients, to 
everybody. I had to take the stand no matter how painful it was, 
to expose injustice that was happening at every level. 

Elaine Foster--deputy head of a comprehensive school 
I see Christ as the central focus and person in my life. I don' t  
think Christ would take easily to being discriminated against. If  I 
think about it, the way Christ dealt with it was to po in t  out to 
people that they were oppressing the poor. I intend to politicize 
what Christ teaches and my experiences and to say, 'Okay, there 
are people and systems that work against me, but not just me as 
an individual. There are so many other people discriminated 
against and oppressed and who are not as articulate as myself, 
probably haven' t  the tools or the strength, the inner strength, yes, 
not only to think through what is happening but also to be assured 
that there is something better; that beyond this there is a humanness 
that could be re-lived and-could blossom.' 

Having analyzed the situation I realize that there is a lot of 
hope, because I do believe very much that Christ and his teaching 
is against oppression and against exploitation, and I think that 's 
quite strengthening and liberating for me. Yes, I do pray for 
people who are oppressive and governments and systems and 
individuals who do oppress, but I don' t  think it's enough to jus t  
pray. I think you have got to take action. You've got to take 
political action. Life is politics and if you have Christ as the central 
person in your life and you have a lived understanding, a lived 
experience of him, and you can make the links between what 
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Christ  teaches, and you  are commit ted ,  I think you  can actually 
overcome or help to build a new society. I t ' s  t ime-consuming;  it 's  
very  slow in m a n y  cases, because,  well, it is. 

I 've  been  helped by  my  C h u r c h  in a negative way,  because my 
own C h u r c h  which is the New Tes t amen t  C h u r c h  of God,  a 
Pentecostal  Church ,  I have a lot of  battles with. O v e r  the years it 
has given me a lot of  security; a lot of  strength,  a lot of  support .  I 
mean  that  people are wonderful ,  real, loving caring people. I 've  
taken a posit ion that  you  need to take certain forms of  social and 
political action in your  c o m m u n i t y  in order  to live out  the Christ  
experience.  T h e y  don ' t  share my  idea of  that,  no. T o  be a Chris t ian 
in my  Church ,  to be a m e m b e r  of  the Church ,  means  that you 

live and work w i t h i n  it, and  I feel that  that is only par t  of  its 
existence and that there  are m a n y  things to be done outside of  
your  congregat ion.  You must  get involved in politics; you  must  

get involved in the socio-economic life of the communi ty .  
I have often gone to an Anglican service or a Methodis t  or 

whatever  and it 's ve ry  interest ing because,  on the one hand,  the 
services are so staid and restr icted and non-par t ic ipa tory  in the 
sense that I unde r s t and  it, and  yet,  on  the other  hand,  because I 
do love certain forms of  church  music and certain forms of  
repeti t ious things, I actually find it qui te  different and interesting; 
but  I don ' t  th ink I could live easily in an Anglican setting which 

is al ienat ing I think. 

Victoria Merriman-Johnson--psychiatric nurse 
C o m i n g  f rom Niger ia  and  not  knowing the system here,  I d idn ' t  
know that  there were two levels of  t ra in ing and when  I went  for 
m y  interview I wasn ' t  told there were two tiers. M y  qualifications, 
m y  ' 0 '  level 1 equivalent  f rom Nigeria,  were conver ted  and I was 

then  told that I could come in and do a two year  t ra ining and 
within the next  few months  after  that  I could get on and do a 
convers ion course and get m y  registered t ra ining done.  Well,  five 
years on  and no th ing  has happened .  But,  incredibly enough,  two 
or three years ago three enrol led nurses who were all working 

together  applied to a nurse  t ra in ing  school. W e  then went  to have 

a look a r o u n d - - t w o  black and a white, all with very  English- 
sounding names;  on  paper ,  over  the phone,  you  cou ldn ' t  tell. T h e  

two of  us who were blacks d idn ' t  get admission and the white girl 

did. I find it ha rd  not  to associate it with m y  colour,  because we 
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all had the same qualifications; we were all working in the same 
unit. 

Oh, there's no doubt that my faith is what's sustaining me. 
More and more as I go to work, as I carry out my duties, I have 
it at the back of my mind that I 'm  not getting on as I would like 
in my chosen profession, and I have to stop every so often and 
give a prayer of thanks, and my faith is one that sustains me. I 
have to thank God because he says in whatever situation you are 
you must give thanks and praise and there is no point in going 
over i t - - in  mulling over something and getting really down and 
depressed about it. I just have to keep going and think to myself 
that hopefully there will come a time, sooner rather than later, 
that things will improve. There's no doubt about it, all that prayer 
life is what's keeping me going. I get angry; I get frustrated; I get 
depressed; I get down and I have a feeling that most people don' t  
care, don' t  want to know. It really upsets me. Oh yes, there are 
times when I feel like banging my head against the wall--like 
banging into that office and saying, look at what you are doing--  
Is this fair? Why don' t  you give opportunities to people? 

Unfortunately I can't  say that I have been helped as a Christian 
by my church because I have not said anything in my church 
because I go to a very white community. Myself and my son are 
the only black members on the roll in my church, and there again 
I have a feeling that people just tolerate me. Sometimes I think 
back to what it was like when I was at home: the way services are 
held, you felt part of it. It was alive. It was really wonderful; you 
looked forward to going to church. There are days here when the 
Englishness of it just makes it dead. I can't  remember when we 
last laughed in my church and I miss that kind of thing. It just 
makes you dead and several times I 've thought gosh, why do I 
keep going back to this situation? 

Gwen Caesar--young business woman 
I was born in this country; I 've been here all my life. I can't  
remember ever being discriminated against. I 've mixed with all 
different types of people and always seemed to fit in. I suppose it 
depends on how one reacts to other people. I 'm  the sort of person-- 
I can go places and I can mix with people with no problems 
whatsoever whether they're black, white, Chinese, Indians. It 
doesn't make any difference to me. I think I am fortunate because 
I 've got many friends who have told me of incidents that they've 
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gone th rough ,  m a y b e  at work  or  jus t  walk ing  down the road,  bu t  
I find it myse l f  I ' v e  neve r  seemed  to come into the same situations 
that  they have  done.  I ' v e  found that  mos t  of  the chi ldren who 
were  b o r n  overseas  were  b r o u g h t  up  differently to us, differently 

to the ones b o r n  over  here  and  t h e y ' v e  got different ways of seeing 

things.  
I ' m  ve ry  religious now. T h e r e  was a day  when  m y  dad  used to 

m a k e  m e  go to church.  H e  used to wake  us all up  and  say, ' C o m e  
on now,  le t ' s  go to chu rch ' ,  bu t  now I p lay  m o r e  of  a par t .  A 

priest  came  one S u n d a y  and  gave a s e rmon  abou t  how he was 
going to start  up  a church  for Wes t  Ind ians  who d o n ' t  go to church  
over  here  because  they felt left out ,  which I can unde r s t and  why,  
' cause  m a n y  t imes I ' v e  walked into other  churches  and  you fee l - -  
you  get this k ind  of  a feeling that  comes  over  y o u - - I  d o n ' t  know,  
but  when  I s tar ted in m y  church  choir  I ove r came  that.  T h e n  he 
spoke to me  af ter  church  and  asked m e  if I would like to come 
along and  help t h e m  out  to get this centre  going. I was a bit 
re luctant  at first, then  I decided to go along. T h a t  was at the West  
Ind ian  chapla incy,  so I ' v e  b e e n d o i n g  that  and  the pa r t  I p lay 
now, where  I run  the choir  and  the steel band ,  i t ' s  m a d e  m e  more  
aware  of  be ing  a Chr i s t i an  and  what  it means  to me .  A n d  I th ink 
jus t  doing tha t  a lone has  given m e  m o r e  faith and  helps m e  with 
m y  p rob lems ,  I suppose;  yes, it does in a way.  O n e  has to tu rn  to 
p r aye r  and  p r aye r  helps and  i t ' s  he lped m e  th rough  all m y  troubles.  
I call k t roubles ,  t ha t ' s  the w a y  I pu t  i t - - i t ' s  a bit  different bu t  if  
s o m e b o d y  does say, like, or  somet imes  you  get abused  or wha tever ,  
you  jus t  say to yourself ,  ' T h a n k s  G o d ' .  I can sort of  take it, 
b e c a u s e  he ' s  sort  of  control l ing m e  in a way.  T h a t ' s  wha t  I say. 
I t  does work.  I t  does help.  

NOTES 

I For those readers not familiar with the British system of secondary education we should 
explain that 'O '  level was a set of examinations in various subjects that some secondary 
school students took at the age of 16 +,  with the option afterwards of either leaving school 
or continuing at school for further studies. This option often depended largely on the 'O '  
level results. 'O '  levels have now been replaced by a new system of examination, the 
General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE). 




