Managing Diversity
The workplace and local churches have become characterised more by diversity than homogeneity during recent years. Most youth groups and church services are finding that their Sunday services are increasingly becoming culturally diverse. However, it seems like very few leaders know how to manage the diversity they are witnessing. This chapter aims to provide some guidance in this area.

George Barna (Generation Next, page 109), says, “youth aggressively pursue diversity among people. The acceptance of cultural diversity by young people is more than just a tip of the hat to the politically correct movement. As teenagers examine the world they will someday inherit, they see much that disgusts them. One such element is the American thirst for homogeneity. Such sameness is usually imposed and can be individually stifling. Whereas boomers might think of homogeneity as a means of minimizing disruptions and irregularities, or of reducing the unpredictability of life, teenagers view the move toward homogenizing society as cultural neutering. Teenagers are at the heart of a generation that has witnessed tremendous degrees of cultural diversity: the splintering of the media to allow for a broad array of tastes and preferences in music, reading interests and televised entertainment; entrepreneurial and decentralized businesses; technological breakthroughs that have restructured interpersonal communications and relationships toward making them more evenhanded; and truly integrated neighborhoods in which people of all economic and ethnic walks of life have the ability to live in physical proximity to the types of people who formerly were removed from their world. For many older Americans, such diversification of our culture is unnerving and threatening. For teenagers, sociocultural diversity is both normal and desirable.”
1. DEFINING DIVERSITY

Diversity refers to differences among people such as age, gender, race, and religion. Diversity simply refers to the human characteristics that make people different. The sources of individual variations are complex, but they can generally be grouped into two categories: those over which individuals have little or no control and those over which individuals have more control. The goal of managing diversity is to develop our capacity to accept, incorporate and empower the diverse human talents that form part of our community and church.

Some church’s claim that they are open to everyone, and yet they continue to be mono-cultural. A closer look at such a church or youth group would probably reveal that the group is so mono-cultural in the way it functions that even if someone from a different culture were to visit they would feel so uncomfortable that they would not return.

2. APPROACHING DIVERSITY

In the business world diversity has become an ethical and social responsibility issue. Managers need to give all workers equal opportunities; and not following this is against the law and unethical. In fact, when all have equal opportunity, the organization benefits. While these are valid reason for striving for cultural Inclusivity; we need a biblical basis as a starting point.

According to Paul Hiebert, a multicultural church is a church in which there is an attitude and practice of accepting people of all ethnic, class and national origins as equal and fully participating members and ministers in the fellowship of the church. He says (Anthropological Insights for Missionaries, page 23): “The church is called to be one body of believers that transcends the differences of race and culture by the creation of one new humanity.” God’s desire for multiculturalism is found from the beginning to the end of the Bible. In Genesis, God’s work and activity are directed at the whole of humanity. His promise of redemption given to Abraham is intended to benefit the whole world (Genesis 12:3). Many Old Testament prophecies foretold the coming time when salvation would be offered to all nations (Genesis 26:4; Psalm 72:17; Isaiah 2:1-5; Joel 2:28; Amos 9:11-12; Habakkuk 2:14; etc). The New Testament affirms God’s intention to save people from all cultures (Matthew 24:14; 28:19-20; Acts 11:18; Ephesians 1:10; Revelation 5:9-10; 7:9-17; etc), and His desire is for those people to be joined together in one body (Acts 6:1-7; Galatians 3:28; Ephesians 2:12-22; 4:3-5). The church must therefore embrace people of different cultural backgrounds and develop unity.

It should be noted that multicultural unity does not imply uniformity. We can hold a common truth but express it in different ways. Diversity presupposes unity. We may not always agree on issues, but we are committed to working toward the underlying unity amid our differences. We do so because of God’s heart for unity in diversity, but also because of the benefits that flow from multiculturalism, which include: (1) Multiple perspectives. (2) Greater openness to new ideas. (3) Multiple interpretations. (4) Increasing creativity. (5) Greater flexibility. (6) Improved problem-solving skills. (7) Enriched knowledge of the Word of God, as plural leaders minister to each other. (8) Deeper congregational repentance regarding attitudes of paternalism and racism. (9) Increased church growth, both quantitatively and qualitatively. (10) The headship of Christ is more visible as the people depend on Him more as they obey His commandment to take the gospel to all cultural groups. (11) A testimony of the reality and power of Christ’s love to men that leads to evangelism and growth in the church, and healing in the community. (12) The biblical concept of unity in diversity is fleshed out.

But we cannot embrace diversity and think that there will not be challenges to face. Some of these include: (1) Increased ambiguity. (2) Greater complexity. (3) More confusion. (4) Miscommunication. (5) Difficulty reaching agreement regarding meanings. (6) Difficulty agreeing on specific actions.

Anyone who tackles the issue of diversity in a local church will soon encounter resistance. This could be the result of many different factors: (1) stereotypes and prejudice; (2) ethnocentrism, (3) feelings of superiority; (4) feelings of comfort within one’s own group; (5) fears of reverse discrimination; (6) not understanding the need for unity; (6) general resistance to change; and (7) faulty theological views on God’s intention for humankind.

Diversity is not self-managing - effective leadership of any multicultural constituency requires specific skills and sensitivities. In fact, new organizational structures will be needed: ones that specifically and intentionally embrace a multicultural constituency. 

3. ASPECTS OF DIVERSITY 

There are many different areas in which diversity could be explored: racial/cultural; theological/religious; generational/age; systems thinking; capabilities/disabilities; socio-economic backgrounds; sexual orientation and gender. Although each of these areas will need to be worked through, this chapter will deal more specifically with racial or cultural diversity. This is the area that is particularly relevant at the moment in youth ministry – and it is hoped that the principles presented here will have application to other aspects of diversity.

4. GUIDELINES FOR MANAGING DIVERSITY

The following guidelines are suggested for groups experiencing integration or feeling convicted about being mono-cultural in a multicultural neighbourhood:

A. Tolerate Diversity

For many groups this will be the starting point. While as we will see, it does not go far enough, it is a place to start. If people could begin at least to tolerate people who are different to them, and accord people space to exist and be different, the group will be on the road to cultural-integration.

B. Appreciate Diversity

This is one step beyond tolerating diversity. Here the group begins to take specific steps to ensure people from diverse backgrounds are integrated into the group. Some of the things that can be done to create inclusivity include: (1) Develop a representative leadership team. (2) Discover the needs of each group. (3) Be sensitive to different ways or approaches to ministry. (4) Plan events that are sensitive to different cultures (ensure that things like activities and catering are culturally-sensitive).

C. Celebrate Diversity

A group that is working at developing cultural-inclusivity should not try to avoid all references to different cultures. Rather, they should plan special events that will celebrate the unique perspectives and gifts that each culture brings to the mix. 

D. Transcend Diversity

There is also the need to create a church culture that transcends the differences of each culture – a new super–culture, if we may call it that, which values oneness, diversity and unity. This new church culture will be glue that holds the diverse cultures together. 

5. SKILLS FOR MANAGING DIVERSITY

Some years ago I led a class discussion with a group of racially diverse students where we discussed how to grow a culturally-inclusive youth group. Here were some of the suggestions with additional suggestion added:
A. Personal Skills

(1) Learn to understand the differences between different cultures through learning from one another. Take the time to speak to people from a different culture to learn ways in which we differ. Recognize that everyone has a cultural heritage; reflect on your own culture, be open to positive observations about cultures different than yours, and be a good listener to those with different backgrounds. 

(2) Examine your own feelings and attitudes toward other races, ethnic groups, and cultures so that you may be able to identify the barriers that might be keeping you from understanding or valuing them. 

(3) Realise that unless you go out of your way to connect with people of different cultures it will never happen. Encourage youth to take the first step in initiating cross-cultural exchanges.

B. Group Skills

(1) Pray that God will help you to be open to seeing your group become culturally diverse.

(2) Plan a way in which to learn from each other - ie. invite a White youth group to meet with a Black youth group once or twice a year. Through such encounters you should begin to know what the different likes and dislike are among the different groups.

(3) Formulate a programme that will include every person - evaluate the following aspects of the programme: MUSIC - what songs are used and the way in which they are sung and led; PREACHING - be aware of different preaching styles and ways in which listeners think; LEADERSHIP - find out how the different groups would structure their leading; FOOD - ensure it is acceptable to all cultures; and SPORT - be sure that the different groups enjoy the games that are chosen. 

(4) Offer options within the programme - for example: play more than one game; or at least choose a game that each group is comfortable with. Offer choices with the different aspects of the programme, ie. food, music, etc. 

(5) Be aware of how people think – for example, different cultures think in unique ways: one group thinks in a circular way and another in a linear way. Maybe we could come up with a unique style that is linear-circular, so that both groups would benefit.

(6) Be sure that everyone feels welcome in the group – applying points 3, 4 and 5 we will go a long way towards ensuring that newcomers feel welcome and are willing to return to the group. 

(7) Do not tolerate prejudice from group members – watch out for racial stereotypes and inappropriate jokes.

(8) If you have different groups involved in a programme, be sure to mix up the teams, so that you don't have the different culture groups competing against each other.

(9) Practice hospitality by being the first to welcome racial and ethnic newcomers to your group. 

(10) Initiate small-group Bible studies exploring God's call for inclusiveness in church and society. 

(11) Sponsor racism workshops to help people understand and work to alleviate causes of racism. 

(12) Plan a variety of worship experiences that draw upon the style and practice of other racial and ethnic traditions. 

(13) Explore the possibility of inviting musicians from groups that use a different musical style for worship to minister in your group. Try doing this more than once a year. 

(14) Create shared memories so that people from different backgrounds can develop a common set of events and experiences to recall in conversation.
C. Leadership Skills

(1) Train leaders in cross-cultural communication skills. These include: (1) communicating respect; (2) being non-judgmental; (3) displaying empathy; (4) being flexible; (5) openness to turn taking; (6) tolerating ambiguity; (7) valuing differences; (8) openness to change; and (9) believing in team ministry.

(2) Help leaders to experience culture shock. Initial and then periodic immersion in another culture would be highly beneficial for leaders. Key leaders will need to be able to function in the different cultures that exist in the group.

(3) Train leaders in a process for handling conflict from diversity. The following process is from the American Institute for Managing Diversity (http://www.jalmc.org/re-defdv.htm): (a) Get Clear on the Problem. What changes are occurring in the environment your company does business in, and how important are they? What do you need to do to succeed in your organizational mission, and what is interfering with your achieving success? (b) Analyse the Diversity Mixture. The next step is to analyse the set of circumstances you are dealing with. Your goal is to be able to define the situation in terms of a diversity mixture. What are the elements of the mixture at hand? (c) Check for Diversity Tension. Ask yourself two questions: Am I seeing tension here as a result of this diversity mixture? And if so, do I need to do anything about it? Diversity tension refers to the conflict, stress, and strain associated with the interactions of the elements of the mixture. (d) Review Action Options. Your task at this point is to dispassionately review what is being done to address your primary problems and decide how well that approach is working. If it is not working well it's time to try something else. To find that "something else," review the eight action options and choose one (or more) that seems to offer the best hope of solving it: (i) Include/exclude: Include by expanding the number and variability of mixture components. Or exclude by minimizing the number and variability of mixture components. (ii) Deny: Minimize mixture diversity by explaining it away. (iii) Assimilate: Minimize mixture diversity by insisting the "minority" components conform to the norms of the dominant factor. (iv) Suppress: Minimize mixture diversity by removing it from your consciousness - by assigning it to the subconscious. (v) Isolate: Address diversity by including and setting "different" mixture components off to the side. (vi) Tolerate: Address diversity by fostering a room-for-all attitude, albeit with limited superficial interactions among the mixture components. (vii) Build relationships: Address diversity by fostering quality relationships - characterized by acceptance and understanding - among the components. (viii) Foster mutual adaptation: Address diversity by fostering mutual adaptation in which all components change somewhat for the sake of achieving common objectives. 

(4) Teach leaders techniques for applying a problem solving model: (a) Use the indirect approach – find a third party who can give you suggestions for resolution and find out the other party's desires. (b) Emphasize harmony - talk about the cooperative spirit and harmony that would result if the disagreement were settled. (c) Clarify the cultural influences operating - help each party understand the cultural programming of the other. (d) Work with informal leaders - get help from the most respected member of each party's culture or group. Ask for their advice and assistance in bringing the two individuals or groups together. (e) Get specific - have each party spell out their rubs with one another and their needs in specific behaviours and situations. (f) Get honest with yourself - recognize your own reactions and preferences – you too, are culturally programmed. (g) Find out how conflicts are resolved in the culture of the other party - get perceptions, explanations and suggestions for resolution strategies from a cultural informant. (h) Keep out of corners – don’t leave anyone in a corner; always leave room for both parties to get something. (i) Capitalize on the relationship - if you have developed a relationship with the individual, use it to help you in working out a solution. (k) Respect, respect, respect - if an individual is treated with dignity and respect, they will be much more likely to work with you. You show respect by dealing with people privately and discreetly, by listening and not discounting what they have to say, by owning your part of the problem and being willing to give as well as take in the negotiation, and by apologizing and showing sincere appreciation for their contribution to the team.

6. MANAGING CULTURAL CONFLICT

When culturally diverse groups work together, it is inevitable that conflicts will emerge. Conflicts are natural and normal. They can range from seemingly minor differences arising from social custom, such as gestures or facial expressions, to major differences of opinion, such as the roles of family members. They can include matters of personal taste as well as matters of ethnic identity. The following tips for managing conflicts between cultures are adapted from suggestions by conflict resolution experts.

* Don't try to minimize differences; they are real. Ignoring cultural differences may be as harmful as exaggerating them.

* Let the disputants use language, symbols, and communication styles necessary for expressing themselves. Ask someone who is cross-culturally trained to facilitate and interpret the discussion.

* Don't assume anything about the disputants. Evaluate facts as they are presented.

* In inter-cultural encounters, what was perceived to have happened is more important in resolving conflict than what really happened. 

* Never put anyone down for beliefs or standards.

* Listen carefully and validate the concerns of each party.

* Be patient and willing to learn. People from different cultures work on different timetables.

* Use win-win negotiating principles. Try to come up with acceptable solutions or compromises – for both sides, perhaps using multiple options.

* Reach solutions creatively. In managing a conflict, there are many perfectly acceptable avenues from point A to point B.

* Expect different expectations. The rules of the game cannot be taken for granted.

Nonverbal behaviour - gestures, eye contact, silences, seating arrangements, appearance, and concepts of time - have different levels of importance and even different meanings in different cultures. Many cultures emphasize nonverbal over verbal communication, resulting in serious misunderstandings during conflict management. Inviting a cross-culturally trained individual to be a part of the process is critical.

Even reaching agreement can be confusing. "Being reasonable" can vary from culture to culture, making some disputants seem rigid or illogical.

