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CULTURAL COMPETENCE 
AND MINORITY GROUPS 
DEScRIPTION. The United States is ever 

changing. Census data suggest Latinos now 
make up at least 14% of its population. 
African-Americans account for 13%; Asian 
Americans, 4%; Whites, 65%; and other 
races, 4%. By 2050, minority groups are 
projected to account for more than half of 
the U.S. population. Dramatic demographic 
changes, however, ace not just limited to eth
nic groups. For example, the fastest -growing 
demographic group is the dderly. Also, the 
differences between the rich, the middle class, 
and lower socioeconomic groups continue 
to grow. More celigi.ons and denominational 
diversity are also seen. With this complex
ity, the previous emphasis on "minority 
groups" has transformed to "multiple iden
tities" (Roysiccar, Dobbins, &Malloy, 2010, 
p. 181). Given these substantial shifts, Ouis
tian counselors must possess high levels of 
cultural competence to worlc effectively with 
inaeasingl:y diverse clients. Therapists need a 
biblical framework for cultural competence 
so they can identify counseling mistakes 
related to culture, consider biblical social jus
tice, and utilize competencies from mental
health professional organizations. 

BIBLICAL FRAMEWORK FOR. Cm:ruRAL 
CoMPETENCE. The multicultural literature -
emphasizes a posonodem, social 'COnstrue-_ 
tionist worldview. In this worldview, ethics 



and values are relative. All values from dif
ferent cultures are equal. Significant logical 
problems result. For example, how does one 
justify the statement that racism is wrong 
when some cultural groups see racism (and 
perhaps even genocide) as one of their signif
icant cultural values to be respected? Some 
values obviously must be better than others, 
but postmodemism offers no clear standard 
for making those judgments. 

A biblical framework begins with God's 
Word as the standard. Racism is wrong 
because all people are created in God's image 
(imago Dez), we are called to treat others ~ 
we want to be treated {Mt. 7:12), and loving 
one another is the second-most important 
thing we can do in all of life (Mk. 12:28-31). 
In counseling, to love other people means 
we must see the world through our clients' 
eyes and understand their perspectives. Thus, 
we adopt a learner's perspective with our cli
ents as opposed to an expen when it comes 
to their culture. We must also endeavor to 
see each client through God's eyes, with his 
compassion, grace, standards, and wisdom. 
Both starting points are critical to prevent 
counseling miscues. 

CoMMON CoUNSELING Eaa.oRS. Coun
selors who develop cultural competence 
avoid many mistakes. 11uee common errors 
include pathologizing reasonable mistrust, 
misreading cultural communication, and 
stereotyping. 

At the beginning of treatment, clients 
who live in the inner city or have experienced 
racism might display high levels of mistrust. 
Clinicians sometimes classifY this as patho
logical paranoia when it is acrually an effec
tive survival strategy. Specifically, the inner 
city is filled with danger. Trusting too easily 
will get you killed. Likewise, clients who have 
experienced blatant and subde forms of dis
crimination learn to constandy read people, 
testing them to see who can be trusted. 
Accordingly, the therapist will be tested too. 

Clinicians sometimes misread cultural 

communication. This is especially com
mon for clients from collectivistic cultures. 
For example, an enculturated adult Chi
nese client may consider it impolite to tell 
the therapist directly when a homework 
assignment is problematic, butltb.e clinician 
might interpret the homework noncompli
ance as resistance. The Chinese client afSo 
might feel compelled to discuss life decisionS. 
with grandparents and parents. The clinician 
might interpret this as enmeshment. 

In stereotyping, the therapist makes 
assumptions about the client that are not 
accurate. Negative assumptions can arise 
from many sources, including harmful 
majority culture poruayals of the group, 
hurtful previous experiences, personal biases, 
and overgeneralizing from clinical chapters 
about the client's cultural group. Clinician 
self-awareness and individualized client 
assessment reduce this danger. 

BIBLICAL SociAL JusTicE. Secular social
justice models seek to help disadvantaged 
groups through systemically altering govern
ment policies, changing laws, and modify
ing private organizational procedures. These 
models have some merit, but they categorize 
people along oppressor and victim catego
ries, which may create defensiveness in those 
classified as oppressors and entidement in 
those classified as victims. Secular social
justice proponents themselves also may 
develop a prideful elitism that can justifY, in 
its ~erne form, harming those classified as 
oppressors. One can examine communism's 
history to view an example of this. 

Biblical social justice does not stan with 
the social system. It stans with God's bro
ken hean for suffering people and his anger 
at injustice (see, for example, Ps. 1 0). It con
tinues with individuals and their responsi
bilities. People make up systems and people 
possess a fallen nature, which naturally 
leads to the development of discrimina
tory social systems. Oppressor, victim, and 
social-justice proponents alike are called 

to recognition of personal sin, individual 
repentance, and a tangible responsibility to 
help the needy. All therefore are called to 
help the suffering. Those who are suffering 
are responsible to seek the Lord and make 
choices to improve their situation. There
fore, although there is a place for govern
ment programs, the Bible emphasizes the 
importance of spiritual renewal and individ
ual actions. In addition, the church is called 
to develop ministries to help (both tangibly 
and spiritually) those in need. We are our 
brothers' keepers {Gen. 4:9). 

PRoFESSIONALLY REcoGNIZED EssEN

TIAL CoMPETENCIES. All major mental
health organizations have adopted standards 
for cultural competence. In professional 
counseling, the Association for Multicul
tural Development recommends three key 
domains in which counselors must develop 
knowledge, attitudes, and skills for cultural 
competence (Arredondo et al., 1996). 

These domains interconnect for effec
tive therapy. Counselors must be aware of 
their own cultural values and biases. From a 
Christian point of view, bias is a by-product 
of the fallen nature, so self-awareness is con
sistent with a biblical emphasis on self-exam
ination and repentance. Counselors must 
also seek to understand the client's world
view. Seeing the world through the client's 
eyes is a pan ofloving our neighbors as our
sdves. Finally, counselors seek to develop 
culturally appropriate intervention strate
gies for their individual clients. This mirrors 
Paul's emphasis in evangelism on becoming 
all things to all people that he might win 
some to Christ (1 Cor. 9:22). 

SUMMARY. As Christian therapists work 
with an increasingly diverse client popu
lation, the need for cultural competence 
becomes more apparent. These percep
tions and skills can reduce significant coun
seling errors. Mental-health organizations 
now have devdoped cultural competencies 

for clinical practice. Secular multicultural 
frameworks adopt a postmodern perspective 
filled with pitfalls, but the Bible provides a 
distinctively Christian approach to cultural 
competence and social justice. 
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ETHNICITY 
DESCRIPTION. The United States is one 
of the most diverse nations in the world 
(McAuliffe, 2008). The U.S. Census 
Bureau predicts that the minority popula
tion will comprise fully half the U.S. pop
ulation by the year 2050 {Ethnic Majority, 
2010). To fully grasp the human diversity 
of the United States or any other country, 
it is important to first understand the social 
constructs used for making group distinc
tions. In America, gender, ethnicity, and race 
are three visual characteristics used to cate
gorize people. 

For social scientists, ethnicity is the pre
ferred concept for describing cultural group 
membership. Race is used to describe groups 
of people based on physical appearances. 
The terms ethnicity and ethnic group refer to 

groups of people that share ancestry, geogra
phy, cultural roots or ttibal affiliations, lan
guage, and a sense of identity, which define 
gender roles and determine the food they 
eat, the way they communicate, the music 
they enjoy, parenting practices, and their 
celebration rituals. Individuals within eth
nic groups may or may not share the same 
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