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It’s 1994.  Eight men—two African American, two Latino, two White, and two Asian American, 

have gathered for a weekend retreat and a focused conversation about race in America.  Their 

experience becomes a documentary film by director and diversity educator Lee Mun Wah called 

The Color of Fear.  In the course of this intense film, one of the white men says he is tired of the 

whole topic of race and ethnicity, which he thinks people of color keep alive unnecessarily.  

When people ask his ethnicity, he says, he tells them it’s “American.”  He tells the men of color 

in the group that their lives would be better if they would simply learn to do the same.  He says, 

“Why can’t we all just be Americans?” 

One of the African American men, Victor Lewis, comes back hard.  He says, “When white 

people say that to me what I hear you saying is why can’t we all just pretend to be white?. . . .  

You know I can’t do that, you know I can’t do that.  You know that this skin, this hair, and my 

way of talking and everything about me will keep me out, keep me from being American, keep 

me from being human to white Americans . . . You say your ethnicity is American.  There is no 

American ethnicity.  You had to throw away your ethnicity to become American.  That’s what it 

means.  You give up who you are to become American.  And you can pretend it’s OK, because 

you’re white.  When we give up who we are to become American we know that we’re dying 

from it.  You’re dying from it too, you just don’t know it.  Get ethnic, you know?”   

“Get ethnic.”  When I first saw The Color of Fear in 1998, that was a hard idea for me to take in.  

I thought it was just the opposite of what we needed to do.  Doesn’t ending racism mean that all 

groups can merge our cultures into one big mix?  Don’t we need to give up our hold on “our” 

culture, and come together to create one shared American culture?    

As a college textbook sales representative back in the early 90’s, I had a sociology book on my 

list called American Ethnicity.  Its author argued that a new ethnic identity had already emerged 

in the United States, rooted in the North American landscape and incorporating elements of all 

the many cultures which have intersected here over 400 years.  Like jazz, he wrote, this new 

American ethnicity weaves something completely new out of strands from all over the globe.   

That’s what I thought American ethnicity could mean.  It’s an attractive idea.  After all, human is 

the only race, isn’t it?  One day maybe there would even be one global human ethnicity.  One 

world, one human family, one history, one culture.   

Then I learned what becoming one culture costs.  I learned how some of my own ancestors, the 

Irish half that comes through my father, became part of that American Ethnicity. 
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Historian Noel Ignatiev, writing in his 1995 book How the Irish Became White, paints a vivid 

picture of the ways Irish immigrants in the years just before and after the United States’ Civil 

War were seen and treated in American popular culture.  Cartoons showed coarse, hairy, gap-

toothed freckled louts carousing in pig pens.  “Nativist” editorial writers in leading newspapers 

warned about ignorant Irish peasants seeking and inevitably abusing political power.  Preachers 

railed that decent white women would be in danger if the ape-like Irish were encouraged to 

mingle freely with real Americans.  Does any of this sound familiar? 

At first Irish Americans found common cause with African Americans.  The Irish had a history 

of struggle against oppression, and they seemed like logical allies to the freed slaves and free 

African Americans in Northern cities.  Both groups were struggling laborers; they worked side 

by side.  They lived side by side. 

Then something happened. 

During and after the Civil War, business owners and politicians began to quietly tell Irish 

workers and community leaders that they could earn higher wages, gain more political influence, 

find better jobs—in exchange for closing their doors, their unions, and their hearts to African 

Americans.  They warned that freeing enslaved Southern blacks would endanger white jobs. In 

exclusive labor contracts, Democratic Party politics, and anti-black violence, many Irish 

Americans took the bait.  Little by little the Irish were seduced into seeing themselves as 

superior, entitled to better treatment, more American—because they—we—were white.  

Gradually, because it was to their economic advantage, for the sake of their descendents, they 

took on contempt for black Americans as part of their American identity.   

And just as gradually, as Irish Americans became more and more part of white society, we gave 

up our Irish legacy of revolution and resistance.  We gave up the harsh memory of our own 

oppression, and our natural solidarity with others who were oppressed.  We gave up the grief and 

righteous anger of a people starved out of their homeland because landlords and wealthy 

business people in Ireland decided everyone farming on rented or mortgaged land should be 

forced to grow one lucrative, fast-growing, blight-prone variety of potato.  Our American 

Irishness was reduced to eating corned beef and cabbage, drinking Guinness, singing “Danny 

Boy,” and the wearin’ o’ the green on St. Paddy’s Day. We even forgot that the song about 

wearing green, which Nancy’s going to share for our Postlude, was born out of protest, not 

sentimentality. 

That’s the bargain; that’s what Victor Lewis says white-skinned immigrants in the United States 

have done over and over historically.  Give up your real ethnic identity in exchange for a 

watered-down version that the larger culture can eat, drink, sing, or wear, and you’ll move from 

the margins into mainstream American society.  And one way you can hasten the move is 
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learning to step on other marginalized groups, the ones who can’t or won’t really dissolve into 

the melting pot, no matter what they give up. 

Learning about this history, something shifted for me.  I began to understand more clearly the 

power of a dominant culture to open the door—or not.  I felt the pang of a self-betrayal made by 

my ancestors on my behalf.   I began to regret the price they had paid to purchase my passage 

from margins to mainstream.  I wanted to trade in the leprechauns and green beer and get back 

my real cultural heritage.  I wanted to be Irish American.  I wanted to get ethnic.   

Reclaiming our lost ethnicity is not an antidote to racism.  Racism is a complex system 

constructed to deliver unequal benefits to politically defined racial groups, and it won’t be 

dismantled by those of us who are White deciding we don’t want to be anymore. Yet one part of 

the dismantling is learning to construct an identity other than the one that’s conferred on us by 

the system of racism, and there is power in reclaiming ethnicity as part of that process. 

The lens of ethnicity can be used to help break down the false categories of race.  As Victor 

Lewis said, white people have to throw away our ethnicity to become White;  the many different 

and specific ethnicities of people of color are denied, hidden, or taken away as they are pushed 

into other racial boxes—black, Latinx, Asian.  Learning to celebrate our lost ethnic identities is, 

for all of us, one way of reclaiming our lives from the destructive power of racism.  

What ethnic identities could you claim, or reclaim, and celebrate?  What do you know about 

them, both ancient and more recent?  What have the peoples you come from experienced in the 

United States?  Are music, art, food, poetry, or celebrations from your heritage part of your life?  

Are they represented here in our religious community?  One step toward understanding ourselves 

as a multicultural congregation is learning to recognize and affirm all the many cultures and 

ethnicities that are already present among us. 

Celebrating those ethnicities is a multilayered process.  Many of the elements of our service 

today are purposely chosen from among the many cultures and ethnicities I know are represented 

among us:  Folk tunes from Hungary, Wales, Norway, the Czech Republic and Finland; a story 

from ancient Ireland.  Our closing hymn, “Wake Now My Senses”—the tune’s a bawdy old Irish 

drinking song.  As for me, I’ve got a fresh loaf of Irish soda bread at home, and later I’ll almost 

certainly eat corned beef (or ham, which is more authentically Irish) with cabbage and potatoes. I 

might even have a drop of Jameson’s….   

Food and music are a fine beginning, but there’s more.  Our deep cultural heritages lie hidden 

like the Tuatha de Danaan in my story, turned sideways into the light but still there somehow, 

waiting for us to find them and bring them into the present.  That story is a sample of my own 

Irish heritage, not just the story but the way of it—a way of using stories to tell who we are; a 

way of delighting in mystery; a way of looking at the land as spiritually alive, inhabited by the 

invisible presence of ancestors and more.  
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What lies just out of sight in your ethnic heritages? Perhaps there’s music that grows from roots 

as ancient as oaks, as deep as fjords.  Maybe there are stories of people both wise and foolish, 

loving and cruel, or poetry that evokes a land where people have lived for hundreds—or 

thousands—of years.  If we go looking, we may find histories of courage, of compassion, of 

imagination, of folly and of wisdom.  I’d love to have a chance to know more about your 

heritages.  I’d love it even more if we could begin to make them actively present in our 

community life.  All of them are part of the wholeness of who we are. 

Let’s get ethnic. 

This isn’t about being nostalgic for the old country, or the old countries.  I don’t think we should 

all learn to yearn for the old homeplace; the point is not what we’ve left behind, but what we 

bring to where we are now—and where we are going together.   

I still think recognizing ourselves as a single human family is possible—in fact, I think it’s our 

only hope for a future longer than a handful of generations.  What I’ve come to believe, though, 

is that we won’t achieve it by melting all our differences into one vast Esperanto porridge.  When 

you mix all the colors of the spectrum together, you don’t get a rainbow, you get mud.  Instead I 

think we can come together in all our uniquenesses, with all our different stories and ancestries 

and cultures, and bring them together side by side, woven into a common design.   

Like a mosaic, or like the beautiful quilts on display in the Festival Park in Manteo for the next 

couple of weeks, or like this wonderful community we call our congregation, each element is 

brilliant and beautiful in its own right, and together they heighten that beauty within the context 

of a shared vision.   

It might be the vision of an artist; it might be the vision of a quilter; it might be the vision of a 

people seeking to become a single, brilliantly varied human family united by love. 

May we be among the ones who bring the vision to life. 


