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As I speak around the country on Beyond the Suffering: Embracing the Legacy of African American Soul Care and Spiritual Direction (http://bit.ly/1IRXq6), I’m frequently asked, “What do you think about Black History Month?”

The question comes from my African American friends, many of whom are split both ways. Some think Black History Month is a net positive for African Americans, while others believe it is a net negative. That question also comes from my non-African American friends, who are equally split, and for various reasons. 

Having outlined The History of Black History Month (http://bit.ly/aCRMB1) in 1,000 words, now it’s time to discuss The Controversy Regarding Black History Month in 2,000 words. Is Black History Month still a net positive or a net negative for African Americans? For America in general?

It’s In the News

Jesse Washington, AP National Writer, recently wrote the article, “Time to End Black History Month?” He opened with the question, “Should Black History Month itself fade into history?”

Many people, both Whites and Blacks, argue that Black history should be incorporated into year-round education. For instance, Washington quotes Stephen Donovan, a 41-year-old lawyer, saying, “If Obama’s election means anything, it means that African American history IS American history and should be remembered and recognized every day of the year.”

Donovan continued by saying that ending “paternalistic” observations like Black History Month would lead to not “only a reduction in racism, but Whites more ready, willing, and able to celebrate our differences and enjoy our traditions without feeling the strain of guilt that stifles frank dialogue and acceptance across cultures?”

The President Thinks So

Other portions of Washington’s article support another side of the story: the continued need for Black History Month. President Obama, like all his predecessors since the 1970s, believes Black History Month should continue. On February 2, he lauded “National African American History Month” calling upon “public officials, educators, librarians, and all people of the United States to observe this month with appropriate ceremonies, activities, and programs that raise awareness and appreciation of African American history.”

Daryl Scott, Chairman of the history department at Howard University and Vice President of programming for ASALH, says Black History Month is still needed to solidify and build upon America’s racial gains. “To know about the people who make up society is to make a better society,” he says. “A multiracial, multiethnic society has to work at its relationships, just like you have to work at your marriage.”

“I don’t see it going away,” said Spencer Crew, a history professor at George Mason University, adding that a diverse year-round history curriculum can still be augmented in depth during Black History Month. “There’s a Women’s History Month,” Crew said. “No one would argue that we don’t need to be reminded of women who have done things that are important.”

Is Morgan Freeman Right?

Jessica McElrath asks it this way, “Has African American history now converged with American history, and, therefore, should the celebration be eliminated?”

Some believe that this is the case. According to Rochelle Riley, yes, the time has come to end Black History Month. Riley asserts that Black history is American history. So, suggests Riley, it’s time to stop celebrating, learning, and being American separately. It’s time to be an America where learning about Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians is part of school curriculums. 

Morgan Freeman, a long-time critic of the holiday, strongly believes that Black History Month is not just unnecessary but “ridiculous.” According to Freeman in a December 2005, 60 Minutes interview, Black history should not be relegated to a month. In fact, argues Freeman, Black history, after all, is American history. 
Shining the Light of Truth

Jessica McElrath surmises that most historians and African Americans believe that Black History Month remains necessary. According to McElrath, Black History Month is the only time of the year when Black history is recognized in many schools. She argues that schools often focus on White history year round, and, therefore, Black History Month is a necessary celebration.
 
A recent visitor to my blog expressed her convictions powerfully.


“It appears that the prevalence of multi-culturalism has caused many people’s opinions to change on this subject. I remain pro Black History Month. We can be both ‘the great American melting pot’ AND celebrate the unique history of African Americans (or other people groups). These ideas can be mutually exclusive and they can coincide. The point is that American history is not Black history and based on the suffocation and/or misinterpretation of facts about Blacks in America, we therefore need to extract the history of a people whose stories remain distinct. Black History Month shines the light of truth and discovery on Blacks in a broader manner, giving much needed, much deserved attention to the subject than covering it for one week in the classroom. Filling this void is no different than filling the void that led to formal recognition of Women’s history for example. Ms. Riley and Mr. Freeman miss the point.” 


Fair and Balanced

Much of the discussion about whether Black History Month is still necessary relates to whether “main stream” history is accurately covering Black history year-round. My specialty is Black Church history, so I’ll speak to that. As you’ll see, I don’t think Evangelical Black Church history is being fairly covered year round…not close. 

Anecdote # 1: Research for Beyond the Suffering

As Karole Edwards and I researched the history of African American soul care and spiritual direction, we found plenty of primary sources for Black Church history from 1500-1900 (our time-frame). However, when we looked in secondary sources written today about American Church history, we found an embarrassing dearth of focus on women and minorities. Even in 2010, most general texts on American Church history continue to focus on dead White guys.
Anecdote # 2: Response from Participants of Heroes of the Black Church Seminars

As I present around the country on Heroes of the Black Church, participants are angry! Fortunately, they’re not angry at me. They’re angry because in their Evangelical Bible colleges, Christian liberal arts colleges, and seminaries, they’re taking Church history courses and hearing nothing about Black Church history, especially Evangelical Black Church history. I’m being told that even HBCU (Historically Black Colleges and Universities) are not teaching about Evangelical Black Church history. 

Is Racism a Thing of the Past?

During my blog series on this topic, someone sent me a private message sharing the opinion that:

1.) Racism is a thing of the past.

2.) The election of President Barack Obama proves racism no longer exists in America.

3.) Writing about any one race promotes a “victim mentality.” 

4.) We should only read about good people of all races.

I love when people respond to my posts because it inspires me to think deeply and passionately. Here are a couple of my thoughts in response to this email.

1.) Victim Mentality? No. Victor Mentality! Yes!
I’ve never written about a victim mentality in my writings on Heroes of Black Church History. In fact, the entire series comes from my book with the title Beyond the Suffering. Beyond is meant to communicate the Victor Mentality! Writing about the heroes of a given culture is designed to encourage people of all cultures.

2.) Valuing Diversity throughout Eternity


Even if racism were wiped from the face of the earth, the Bible still commands us to value diversity throughout eternity. We’ll celebrate unity in diversity in heaven for all eternity according to Revelation 7:9-10. 

The end of racism would not be the end of diversity. It would be the beginning of unity in diversity. There’s a world of difference. 

3.) Racism Has Yet to Be Defeated

I’d love to believe that one election implies the end of all racism, prejudice, and bias in America. I fear that would be a naïve conclusion. Practically, we have no way of knowing what motivated the 49% of people who did not vote for an African American President. But more importantly, theologically, we know that we are born totally depraved people, and even after salvation we struggle against the world, the flesh, and the devil. Sin will not be eradicated until our glorification in heaven. So, sadly, the hideous sins of prejudice and racism will never totally be eliminated until all sin is eliminated. 

4.) Walking the Talk

I always find it interesting when someone says, “Let’s just read about good people of all races and not focus on just one race!” I like to follow-up with the question, “So tell me the most recent book you’ve read, especially the most recent American Church history book, that talked about anyone other than dead White guys…” 

Or, I’ll ask, “So tell me some great heroes of the faith who are from a culture different from yours…” 

Of course, 99% of people can’t provide an answer. In theory, we say we want to read about all people of all cultures. In reality, most general studies books on American Church history are only about the dead White guys. And most of us read only about people who are like us. 

Now, I’m not against the dead White guys. One day I will be one of them! I wrote my Ph.D. dissertation on one of them: Martin Luther. 

I’m of the conviction that fair and balanced history is still not being written. That’s why I also write and speak on Heroes of Black Church History. It’s why I also write and speak on Heroines of Church History (Sacred Friendships: Celebrating the Legacy of Women Heroes of the Faith) (http://bit.ly/1GalpI). As I said earlier, writing about the heroes of a given culture is designed to encourage people of all cultures.

God’s End Game

The controversy is clear, yet complex: is Black History Month still necessary? A net positive? Is it fair to have one month designated for one cultural group? Does it actually minimize African American contributions by relegating them to only one month? Wouldn’t it be better to integrate all cultures year-round in all our historical studies?

On and on the questions go. Sometimes they cause more cultural tension rather than building intercultural harmony.

Here’s my take; my Readers’ Digest version answer to this important question.

1. God’s End Game: Culture Is Everlasting

As I’ve noted, according to the Bible (Revelation 7:9-10, among many other passages), cultural, ethnic differences will be celebrated for all eternity. God’s end game is not one homogenous group, but unity in diversity. Such unity in diversity reflects God. Our Trinitarian God is Three-in-One: unity in diversity. 

So, while people may debate whether “race” is culturally-constructed, the Bible is clear that culture is God-constructed and approved. God does not want us to be “culture-blind.” He wants us to recognize, appreciate, and celebrate our differences in biblical unity.

2. Our Game Plan: Celebrate Unity in Diversity

Ideally, life could and should be both/and. We could have books that highlight the unique accomplishments of various cultural groups—celebrating their legacy. And, we could have books that integrate in a fair and balanced way the contributions of all cultural groups. 

The same could be true of “history months.” We could have months celebrating specific cultural groups. And, we could and should, year-round, celebrate the contributions of all cultural groups. 

3. Our Current Game Strategy: Bring Balance to Historical Imbalance

Given the clearly documented lack of past historical balance (dead White guys getting all the press and other cultures and women given little honor), it still makes sense to me to highlight “minority cultures” and women in special months, books, etc. We can do this while also working toward integrating men and women, and people of all cultures, into year-round study and into overview books. 

A Final Summary: One Man’s Convictions

Here’s another way to summarize my convictions.

· When history becomes truly integrated, then we can enjoy special recognition (special books, special months) and fair and balanced recognition (survey books, year-round study) simply out of the joy of unity in diversity. 
· Today, we still need special recognition (special books, special months) and fair and balanced recognition (survey books, year-round study) to make up for the past and current lack of fair treatment.
Join the Conversation

What do you think? Is Black History Month still necessary?
