
Week 1: July 26 - Complicit or Courageous Christianity
Reading: Chapter 1 and Conclusion 
Community Covenant 
Discussion Questions

Week 2: August 2 - Making and Institutionalizing Race in Colonial America
Reading: Chapters 2, 3, and 4
Discussion Questions

Week 3: August 9 - A War Over Slavery That Continued On
Reading: Chapters 5, 6, and 7
Discussion Questions

Week 4: August 16 - The Civil Rights Movement and the Rise of the Religious Right
Reading: Chapters 8 and 9
Discussion Questions

Week 5: August 23 - The Age of Black Lives Matter
Reading: Chapter 10
Discussion Questions

Week 6: August 30 - The Fierce Urgency of Now
Reading: Chapter 11
Discussion Questions

Weekly Reading List

THE COLOR OF  
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Supplementary Resource: A video series for The Color of Compromise available on Amazon.  
These videos coordinate  with the chapters of the book, are about 15-25 minutes, and are available 
for free for Prime members

https://www.amazon.com/Defending-Slavery-Onset-Civil-War/dp/B083ZMNSB2/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=defending-slavery-onset-civil-war&qid=1595365279&sr=8-1


The Truth about the American’ Church’s Complicity in Racism

Introduction & Discussion Guide
July 2020

On June 2, following the killing of George Floyd on May 25, 2020, the pastoral staff shared a letter (Our 
Renewed Commitment to Fight Racism) detailing their prayer for us, First Presbyterian Church of Berkeley, 
“to begin a renewed commitment… to fight injustice and racism.” The pastors noted that, individually and 
collectively, we--followers of Jesus Christ:

Have witnessed such injustice too many times. We have been shocked by terrible events too 
many times. We have watched our cities burn in frustration and despair too many times. We have 
had conversations too many times. We have returned to our busy lives without doing the hard, 
sustained work of changing systemic racism too many times. Enough is enough.

Accordingly, the pastors called for us “to wade into vulnerable and uncomfortable waters” and fight racism. 

To facilitate the development of our hearts and minds as anti-racists, the Racial Justice and the Church 
Working Group, along with the Departments of Christian Formation and Mission Outreach, now invite you to 
wade further through our corporate reading and discussion of Jemar Tisby’s The Color of Compromise: The 
Truth about the American’ Church’s Complicity in Racism. Our collective prayer is that we will read and discuss 
the book as a church body--in the context of trusted relationships with family or friends, with our Community 
Group or as part of a book group. And, in so doing ,we surrender ourselves to the work of the Holy Spirit for 
our own individual reflection, insight, and transformation that will contribute to First Pres’ collective reflection, 
insight, and transformation. 

To that end, the Racial Justice and the Church Working Group has designed this guide to support your 
individual and collective reflection and dialogue on the American church’s complicity in racism. The guide 
provides a snapshot of each chapter and a series of questions and/or prompts to help you reflect on Tisby’s 
book, the news and events that are unfolding in our nation and across the globe, as well as your own life. 

On the heels of the public killing of George Floyd there has been an expressed desire, inside and outside 
of the church, to act. Action is essential if we, as a church body, are to follow the leading of the Holy Spirit 
and help dismantle racism and white supremacy (see chapter 11). We  believe, as Tisby argues in Chapter 1, 
that one of the first acts that the church can and must do is to learn about its history with racism. To come to 
see that we are the inheritors of a racist past which shapes our racist present. Having learned more deeply of 
America’s original sin, our prayer is that we will collectively reflect on what this history--as well as this present 
moment--is teaching us about our “particular responsibility and conviction” as persons of faith. 

Listening, learning, reflecting, and developing hearts of greater compassion and justice is part of our 
missional formation.Thus, we invite you to wade further into “vulnerable and uncomfortable waters” through 
the reading and discussion of The Color of Compromise—that, by God’s grace, they may become baptismal 
waters of repentance, renewal, and reconciliation. 

The Racial Justice and the Church Working Group
Christian Formation
Mission Outreach
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The Color of Compromise  
Book Group Member Covenant | Summer 2020

   
We begin this discussion group experience with a posture of engaged learners and intentional and 
incarnational listeners. As we grow in our awareness and understanding of our shared history of racism in our 
country and in the church, we open our hearts and our minds to God, one another, and our neighbor and to 
the transforming work of the Spirit. We move forward on this journey of repentance and transformation as a 
congregation in “a renewed commitment on the part of pastoral staff and our church to fight injustice and 
racism.” (Letter to Congregation 6/2/20)
     
VALUES

We hold the following values as essential to our life together this season:

Curiosity | Try It On

We agree to be open to engaging others’ perspectives. We will practice considering ideas from a posture 
of curiosity before critiquing, defending, etc. As we read, we will seek to understand the narrative and 
definitions Tisby offers on their own terms before moving to dismissal, skepticism, etc., asking “what might 
this mean for me/us if this were true?” We commit to staying curious about our own ideas, perceptions and 
emotions. Our goal is not to walk away with one “right” answer but to learn with and from each other.

PartiCiPation | steP uP, steP BaCk

We will be aware of group participation dynamics. If I am someone who tends to be a listener in group 
settings, I will consider stepping up to share my perspectives or questions. If I am someone who tends to 
talk a lot, I will consider stepping back to create space for others. (Think “three, then me.”)

resPeCt | Hold Good Boundaries

We agree to practice respectful listening by not interrupting or talking over others. We agree to practice 
respectful sharing by speaking from our own experience (“I” statements) and refrain from giving advice, 
unless it is requested.     

Care | “Oops” and “Ouch”

We agree to assume positive intent in others while also acknowledging potentially negative impact. Anyone 
can say “ouch” if hurt or offended to stop the process from continuing and explore what’s happening and 
why. Anyone can say “oops” to acknowledge their assumptions and/or to respond to another’s “ouch.

Prayer | Seek Understanding

We agree to commit to pray for our conversations before beginning and as needed througout our time 
together. We affirm we can seek the Spirit’s guidance through prayer if conversations trigger pushback, 
heightened emotions, or unearth sensitive areas in need of healing. 

Confidentiality | Share About Ideas, Not People 

We want to process and discuss our learnings with others. However, we agree all sharing should be about 
concepts and experiences in the group, not specifics about what others have shared. 

additional GrouP Commitments? | Other insights to support one another in the journey?
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READING NOTES:

Chapter 1: The Color of Compromise (pp. 13-24).
In this opening chapter, Tisby frames three critical ideas: 
First, he addresses why read The Color of Compromise. He argues that as the church we must be a people 
who are reconciled, specifically across the lines of racial division--and these lines of racial division exist within 
First Pres as well as outside our doors. For reconciliation to take place, the church must repent! But, to repent, 
Tisby argues, the church must confess. And, he adds, that in order to confess, we must, first, know the truth 
about the church’s complicity with racism. Tisby argues that if we--the American church and First Pres in 
particular--do not do the “hard but necessary work of examining what went wrong with race and the church,” 
we are in danger of holding “simplistic understandings of the past and superficial solutions to racial issues in 
the present” (p. 20). To this process of moving from “truth telling” to reconciliation, Tisby adds another critical 
point. He describes his hope that our reading of the American’ church’s complicity with racism will also create 
a greater sense of empathy within us. That we will cultivate “the ability to weep with those who weep” for 
this, he concludes, “is necessary for true healing” (p. 23). 

Tisby’s second frame is that Christians and the church were complicit in the construction of race and racism—
white supremacy--before and at the founding of the nation (Chapters 2 & 3). That racism didn’t have to be the 
reality that in 2020 feels so inevitable. Tisby continues by arguing that the church’s complicity with racism con-
tinued through the Antebellum Era, the Civil War, Reconstruction (Jim Crow) and the Civil Rights Movement, 
in “the South” and “the North” (Chapters 4-8). And finally, Tisby notes that the church’s complicity with racism 
exists today (Chapters 9-10). Specifically, he writes that Christians fail(ed) to “decisively oppose the racism in 
their families, communities, and even in their own churches.” 

Tisby’s third frame are essential definitions for racism and white supremacy. Racism, he notes, is “a system of 
oppression based upon race” (p. 16, emphasis added). It is “prejudice plus power.” And, Tisby defines white 
supremacy as “a concept that identifies white people and white culture as normal and superior—even if  
they claim people of color as their brothers and sisters in Christ” (p. 16). He notes, rather somberly, that  
“the malleability and impermanence of racial categories help explain how the American church’s compromise 
with racism had become subtler over time. History demonstrates that racism never goes away; it just adapts” 
(p. 19).

Conclusion: Be Strong and Courageous (pp. 213-215)
Though this is the book’s closing chapter, we are electing to have you read it at the start of this book study. 
We suggest that this chapter establishes a frame for how we should read The Color of Compromise, as well 
as engage with subsequent action. Tisby’s book, a “history lesson,” documents how fear too often “holds the 
church back from more aggressive action to bring about justice” (p. 214). And, as he notes, this fear—and 
indifference and apathy—limits and undermines the church’s voice in the world. In contrast, Tisby, invoking 
Joshua 1, commends us to be “strong and courageous.” We acknowledge, as with Tisby, that the reading 
and discussion of The Color of Compromise is, for some, a risk. But, as Tisby notes, “standing for racial justice 
involves risk.” Accordingly, we thank you for choosing to be “strong and courageous” as we collectively wade 
into the water to fight racism. 

WEEK 1 Week of July 26 Chapter 1 & Conclusion

 1A renewal which could build on the words and ideas of a few of our most recent All Church Conference (ACC) speakers, Enuma Okoro, Soong-Chan 
Rah 2017 (and 2013), and Sandra Van Opstal as well as the collective voices of the speakers in the 2018 Summer Colloquium Beloved Community: The 

Church’s Call to Racial Justice. 



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

1. As you read Chapter 1, how does Tisby contrast “complicit Christianity” with “courageous Christianity” 
(p.17)? Tisby cautions us that to read and discuss this book will be, for many Christians, an act of cou-
rageous Christianity; readers will find many reasons to “object” to the book’s thesis. He asks us, none-
theless, to continue reading and discussing our shared history and responsibility to live out the gospel. 
What feelings did you have as you read this first chapter?

2. Borrowing from Beverly Tatum, Tisby defines racism as a "system" of oppression--one of "prejudice plus 
power." How does this definition relate to and differ from your own understanding of racism? How do 
you hear others defining racism? And, how do you “sit” with a term like white supremacy, especially in 
light of Tisby’s definition?

3. Tisby posits that many Christians in America don’t know how bad racism really is. How has the killing of 
George Floyd caused you to see racism/white supremacy in America differently? What other events and 
experiences have awakened you to the reality of racism in America? 

4. Tisby  explicitly notes “the goal of this book is not guilt” (p. 22). As you ponder recent declarations that 
Black lives matter, calls for the end of white supremacy, the June 7th Service of Repentance, and other 
items in the news and your conversations with others, have you experienced guilt?  If so, where do you 
feel that guilt is coming from? Why might guilt be a harmful response to these events? What might be a 
more productive response? 

5. As you move into the primarily historical content of Tisby’s book and into conversation with others, what 
fears do you have as a reader and as one who will share this journey with others in the First Pres family? 
How might these fears prevent growth for you, your group, and First Pres Berkeley?
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 2Additional introductory readings about race and racism, and what it means to be anti-racist, include So You Want to Talk about Race by Ijeoma 
Oluo and How to Be an Anti-racist by Ibram X. Kendi
3Additional readings on whiteness, white privilege and white fragility include White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack by Peggy McIntosh 
and White Fragility by Robin DiAngelo (article & book).


