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Introduction   
Historians refer to the twenty-first century as “the age of migration,” mainly 

because there are more migrants in the world today than ever before.1 In 2020, a UN 
report shows that, globally, the number of international migrants was 281 million, with 
nearly two-thirds being labor migrants.2 This is 3.6% of the world’s population. In 
another UN report published in 2022, over the past two years, despite the impact of 
Covid-19, the number of migrants has continued to increase.3  

These migrants have been both Christian and non-Christian. According to Todd 
Johnson and Gina Bellofatto, almost half of United States immigrants before 2012 
were Christians.4 According to a recent report from Pew Research Center, Christians 
continue to make up the majority of legal immigrants to the US.5 Two of the main 
challenges that the immigrants face are integration into the larger society and inclusion 
in the Christian community.  

Many denominations in the United States, including Lutherans, are engaged in 
helping immigrant congregations plant mono-ethnic congregations. This is mainly due 
to the choice of first-generation immigrants to worship in their native languages. Still, 
while this is the preference of many first-generation immigrants, their children feel 
differently.6 Second- and third-generation immigrants speak English and often have 
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only a limited understanding of the language spoken by their parents or grandparents, 
respectively. This forces immigrant congregations to accommodate these later generations 
generations through programs offered in English, such as Sunday School, Bible study 
groups, and youth programs. The key challenge is how to encourage the younger 
generations of immigrants into the life and ministry of the church. Whether the immigrant 
communities are African, Asian, or Hispanic/Latinx, these challenges are strikingly 
similar.  

In my conversation with leaders of immigrant communities over the past twelve years, 
I have observed that there exists fear within immigrant congregations that the younger 
generations of immigrants are leaving their parents’ churches and abandoning their faith. 
Second-generation immigrants are children born to first-generation immigrants and those 
who were “born in the country of origin but raised in that of destination” where their parents 
found their new home.7 This includes all “immigrant children who have arrived in the 
United States before they reach adulthood.”8 Much of the research done on immigrant 
congregations has focused on the first generation.9  

This article will discuss the challenges of the Ethiopian immigrant congregations in 
Minneapolis and Saint Paul, Minnesota, and focus on their struggle to understand how to 
incorporate second- and third-generation immigrants into their communities. Through 
exploring the two types of churches planted by African immigrants in America, both mono-
ethnic and semi-independent congregations, I propose a move to planting multiethnic 
congregations. This would create a space where the youth can feel comfortable, are 
nurtured in Christian faith, and are enabled to participate fully in the life and ministry of 
the church. As Helen Ebaugh and Janet Chafetz rightly state, “The future of immigrant 
congregations in the United States depends, in large measure, on whether and in what ways 
the second and subsequent generations participate.”10 

 
Ethiopian Mono-Ethnic11 Congregations 

A mono-ethnic church is a congregation primarily comprised of one ethnic group with 
the total of secondary ethnic group(s) consisting of no more than 20% of the entire 
congregation.12 Two reasons lead to the formation of mono-ethnic churches. One of the 
main reasons is that many people do not wish to cross racial or linguistic barriers to become 
Christians. This is confirmed by the work of Donald McGavran, who first came up with 
the homogenous unit principle (HUP). 13 Based on his experience of cross-cultural work in 
India, McGavran established a correlation between homogeneity and church growth. Thus, 
according to the HUP, churches grow faster when they are homogeneous. The second 
reason is that the language barriers in a non-mono-ethnic congregation make it difficult for 
many immigrants to participate fully in the local congregation's life and ministry. Ethnic 
churches are organized to meet the needs of particular ethnic groups. They worship in their 
native language, and their clergy are from the old country.14 

According to Pastor Demelash Yosef, the reason why Ethiopian immigrants are 
interested in forming their own separate congregations rather than joining the local church 
is that the church in the immigrant community functions as a social center that connects 
them together and brings a sense of cultural and religious identity to each community 
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member. This is also confirmed by Mark Mullins’ research on the life cycle of 
churches.15 The church provides immigrants with a context for establishing cultural 
ties and fellowship. Members speak the same language and share the same values, 
which for the immigrant community is vital to sharing life together. As Gemma Cruz 
contends, “for many immigrants, especially from the Global South, the church is not 
just the principal site of celebration for ethnic identity and community. It is their refuge 
in times of crisis and their home when they want to shout for joy.”16  

The main challenge among the Ethiopian immigrant congregations is related to 
youth ministry, especially when serving the first- and second-generation immigrants.17 
Immigrant congregations feel responsible for educating their children in the Christian 
Gospel and their culture. They assume responsibility for nurturing their children 
spiritually and culturally. For them, both must happen simultaneously. They try to 
teach their ethnic languages and culture, hoping that the second and third generation 
will retain their cultural identity. Yet, they often feel unsuccessful. This is due to the 
gap between the two generations.18 As J. Milton Yinger observes, “What will give one 
generation a sense of a unifying tradition may alienate parts of another generation who 
have been subjected to different social and cultural influences.”19 Some second-
generation immigrants often communicate both in English and their parents’ native 
language but are not fluent in their parent’s native language. They attend schools with 
peers from diverse backgrounds. They are connected to the church because of their 
parents and friends whom they want to 
socialize with over the weekends. However, 
second-generation immigrants are not 
comfortable in “ethnic” churches, contrary to 
the assumption of the homogeneous unit 
principle.20 

By my observation as a first-generation 
immigrant, most second- and third-generation 
immigrants neither understand the language of 
worship nor are interested in learning the 
culture. This has created a cultural divide 
between the first generation, who came to 
create opportunities for their children, and the 
second and third generations, who feel 
misunderstood or unappreciated by the older 
generation and leaders of the church. The first 
generation turns out to be radically attached to 
their traditions, which in most cases results in 
the failure to create a flexible and engaging 
environment for the younger generations.21 As 
one young girl said during an interview, “the 
young Ethiopians don’t feel welcomed at the 
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church because the pastors and leaders of the church can’t relate to them because they don’t 
speak the same language.”22  

This has led to what some scholars call the “silent exodus” of the second- and third-
generation immigrants from the ethnic churches. It is called the “silent exodus” because 
because much of it went unnoticed by the first generation. The reason for this exodus is 
is dissatisfaction with the ethnic emphasis on church culture and the lack of opportunities 
for them to be part of the larger church and to serve, given the language barriers.23 The 
mission of the first-generation immigrant churches is also limited to serving their own 
community, while the second and third generations are more concerned about being 
Christian witnesses to their neighbors. In other words, immigrant churches focus on their 
ministry to the immigrant society, leaving Christian service to their neighbors as an 
individual responsibility.24 The difference in mission results in dissatisfaction from the 
young generations’ side and adds to the reasons why they leave the church. Where are the 
younger generations going? Some leave the church when they move to college or get a job 
and don’t return because they don’t feel any connection with their congregation anymore.25 
Studies have also shown that some begin to differentiate themselves from their parents’ 
worship tradition and join mainstream evangelicalism.26  

How should mono-ethnic congregations respond to these challenges? I propose a move 
to growing into a multiethnic congregation or planting multiethnic congregations that are 
led by the youth and are focused on youth ministry. I will also discuss the second type of 
congregations or ministries that are planted by African immigrants in Minnesota, semi-
independent congregations.  

 
Semi-Independent Ministries 

Most first-generation immigrants want to worship independently and not integrate 
with others. They form their separate congregation by sharing a space with a local 
congregation or buying their own church building. Some immigrants, however, form semi-
independent ethnic ministries, ministries that are initiated within a local congregation. This 
is not a congregation within a congregation, but two or three separate ministries sharing 
the same space. The immigrants have their own worship service, Bible studies, Sunday 
School, youth ministry, and so on.  

This is different from the mono-ethnic congregation that is planted on its own as a 
mono-ethnic congregation. Semi-independent congregations are organized based on the 
assumption that they can be part of the local congregation without losing their cultural 
identity. Yet, through time, when they don’t feel fully integrated into the congregation’s 
culture, they begin to form their own groups within the congregation. The language barrier 
is what makes it difficult for an ethno-cultural minority (first-generation immigrants) to 
fully participate in the life and ministry of the host congregation.27 When the host 
congregation does not provide worship services in the immigrants’ language, it is only 
natural that they organize as a separate group. 

In some congregations with more than one group of immigrants, the host congregation 
provides space for different ethnic groups and helps them get organized and engage in 
ministries. Some of these groups grow to become separate ethnic ministries within a 
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congregation. In such a structure, the immigrant groups have their own worship, Bible 
study, and so on in their own languages and are actively engaged in a variety of 
However, this doesn’t mean that they form a separate congregation or plan to become 
They remain part of the local church, but without actively participating in its life and 
ministry. This means they have their own worship in their own language and 
common worship with the host congregation.  

The advantage for these ethnic groups is that they can share resources with the 
host congregation. They worship with the host congregation, and their children join 
for Sunday School with all other children in the congregation. The young adults also 
participate fully with their peers and have their own Bible studies, all done in English. 
Some host congregations even pay ethnic pastors from the common treasury. These 
practices help the children of immigrant communities get integrated with the Anglo 
congregation, leading the Anglo congregation to grow into a multiethnic congregation.  

Unfortunately, this approach hasn’t worked for many congregations because, for 
the first-generation immigrants, there is tension between their ethnic language and 
culture and that of the host congregation.28 Immigrants report that when the host 
congregation is unwilling to incorporate migrant languages and culture into the 
worship life of the congregation, the migrant community does not feel at home in the 
dominant Anglo community. In other words, “organizational rigidity”29 prevents some 
congregations from adopting changes that accommodate immigrants (such as 
introducing bilingual services, recruiting bilingual leaders, making materials used 
during worships services available in multiple languages, and so on). This makes it 
hard for the immigrants to feel at home. 

An additional challenge that immigrant communities note is that they are not 
invited to participate in the ministry and leadership of the church. In an interview 
conducted for this article, one interviewee said, “pastors and leaders of the host 
congregation want them to sit there as attendees even though they as new members 
want to be there as contributors and leaders.”30 It is in response to such practices that 
Steven Bevans argues that for the local church to grow and serve its diverse 
communities, it should “not only respond to migrants’ needs and to accompany them 
on their journey, but also to call and equip them for ministry, both within the church 
and within the world.”31 He also contends that “as migrants grow in integration into 
the local church, they should be given opportunities not only for ministries among 
people of their own culture but for cross-cultural ministries as well.”32 The presence 
of multiethnic ministry teams and leadership present to a congregation a welcoming 
image—an image that attracts people of other cultures to join. 

Problems arise when Anglo congregations attempt to grow a mono-cultural 
congregation into a multiethnic congregation, hoping that immigrant communities will 
assimilate to the congregation’s culture through time. Nevertheless, as also clearly 
noted in the document of Commission on Theology and Church Relations (CTCR) of 
the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod (LCMS), “Integration as assimilation is 
perceived by many among ethnic minorities, including especially African Americans, 
as a call for the surrender of one’s heritage and identity in order not only to ‘get in,’ 
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but also to become what others label as fully ‘human.’”33 Many perceive this to mean the 
“interaction of blacks and whites within a context of white supremacy.”34 In some cases, 
because of the segregation from the host congregation, the immigrants decide to leave this 
church and join either the mono-ethnic church described above or move to a multiethnic 
congregation to feel more at home.35  

 
A Multiethnic Church 

Both mono-ethnic and semi-independent congregations struggle with how to create a 
healthy church in which the second- and third-generation immigrants are nurtured and 
enabled to grow into vibrant leaders as first-generations age and step back from leadership. 
The semi-independent congregations in particular attempt to work this out with the host 
(Anglo) congregation, and yet are not successful in doing so. It is for this reason that I 
suggest growing into a multiethnic church as a better alternative for both mono-ethnic and 
semi-independent congregations to serve, equip, and prepare the second generation for 
mission in the kingdom of God.  

A multiethnic congregation is a congregation comprised of two or more ethnic groups 
with the sum of the secondary ethnic group(s) consisting of at least 20% of the entire 
congregation.36 It is a congregation where no one culture stands over the other. It is a shared 
community where varying ethnic groups interact with each other and nurture the culture of 
shared ministry focusing on the mission of Jesus Christ. It is a place where the cultural 
values and traditions of each ethnic group are represented in every aspect of the church, 
including leadership.  

There are three main reasons for starting a multiethnic congregation. First, because of 
the continued demographic change in our cities, we need to consider new ways of engaging 
in mission that are most applicable in our context. Minnesota, for example, is where many 
cultures converge. This increase in cultural and ethnic diversity, as Douglas Wingeier 
notes, “demands that we [as a church should] attend to and respect the gift of various groups 
now represented in our society, church, and institutions. It also requires us to develop 
intercultural sensitivity and skill.”37 Secondly, it is the multiethnic congregations that the 
second- and third-generation immigrants feel most comfortable joining. In one case close 
to my heart, my thirteen-year-old son, Ebba, said, “I want the church to be as integrated as 
the schools and the families in our community.” Thirdly, the church’s mission is mainly to 
proclaim the Good News of Jesus Christ to all nations (penta ta ethne) (Matt 28:19). As 
this text clearly indicates, God’s mission, which the church embodies, is to open the ways 
for “all nations” (ethnos) to have access to the Gospel of the Kingdom. 

This move to a multiethnic congregation would entail the church becoming a truly 
integrated society representing different cultures. In a multiethnic congregation, all cultures 
are recognized. Their goal is to grow together, becoming one in Christ regardless of their 
differences. Members are allowed to work together to be the one body of Christ that 
expresses both unity of faith and diversity of culture. Whether migrant or citizen, rich or 
poor, black or white, people find in this church a place and a space, especially the younger 
immigrant generations. In a prayer for his disciples, Jesus said, “that they may all be one, 
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just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the 
world may believe that you have sent me” (Jn 17:21).  

Below are three approaches that offer possibilities for faith-filled and fully 
Christian communities to create a healthy environment for the second and third 
generations to grow in faith and to take the lead in growing their congregations into 
multiethnic congregations. The youth should be included in this because these 
require each member, not just the congregational leaders, to be committed to God’s 
mission in the world, taking personal ownership38 of this mission and working to 
create a system in which this can be carried out through the guidance of the Holy Spirit.  

 
Approach A: Focus on Ministry to the Second Generation 

Currently mono-ethnic immigrant communities or congregations are united in 
Christ, but ethnicity frames the basis of that unity. These communities are effective in 
reaching out to people of their common ethnic groups, but they see no reason to include 
or incorporate people of other cultures. The main challenges include doing ministry 
within their community because of language barriers, lack of vision to engage people 
beyond their own ethnic groups, and failing to incorporate younger generations into 
their congregations. These challenges require them to open their doors to “others” and 
change to a multiethnic congregation, which according to one interviewee “makes 
their leaders uncomfortable because it challenges the particularity that they enjoy or 
the ethnic identity that holds them together.”39  

In most immigrant congregations, the focus is on the needs of first-generation 
immigrants. Therefore, the younger 
generations feel excluded and unappreciated. 
The question remains, What can the older 
generation do to make the next generations 
feel wanted, celebrated, and even affirmed? 
The first step to ministry among second-
generation immigrants is adopting the culture 
of listening. As stated above, the problem that 
the second- and third-generation immigrants 
mention when it comes to their experience 
with mono-ethnic congregations is that the 
older generation is unwilling to listen. So, the 
older generation needs to identify ways of 
serving the young ones by listening and 
discerning their needs. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
once stated, “the first service that one owes another in a community is listening.”40 
This concern, for listening and engaging, has long been an issue even for monocultural 
congregations with their youth ministry. Will the congregation act in a way that 
engages younger members? 

As I have observed among the African and Asian immigrant congregations in 
Minnesota, some congregations even find it difficult to find English-speaking teachers 
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from the first-generation immigrants who can communicate well with the Sunday school 
students. Therefore, almost anyone who speaks English could be appointed as a Sunday 
School teacher. Recruiting Sunday School teachers and youth ministers from among the 
second- and third-generation immigrants is also the best way to start a ministry focused on 
the younger generations. First-generation immigrants should also create an environment in 
which younger generations are invited to fully participate in ministries, including 
leadership and decision-making.  

Also important is building partnerships with other congregations that are seeking to 
engage youth in ministry. Eldin Villafañe in his book entitled Seek the Peace of the City: 
Reflections on Urban Ministry proposes a ministry pattern that David Sanchez describes as 
“a corporation composed of several congregations (Anglo and ethnic).”41 According to 
Sanchez, congregations can do youth ministry together in a way that “the resources of the 
congregations are combined to present a strong evangelistic witness in the community.”42 
This is done while “the autonomy of each congregation is preserved.”43 It is also helpful to 
engage the youth from ethnic and Anglo congregations in joint service opportunities. This 
way, they will begin to learn about each other and take the lead toward becoming part of 
the same community.44 These joint youth ministries can then grow into multiethnic distinct 
congregations led by the youth. This can be done either under the church structure or 
separately. Such moves have been successful in the case of second-generation Korean 
immigrants.45 What is exceptional among the second-generation Korean immigrants is that 
they plant their own churches that are distinct from mainstream evangelicalism or Korean 
Christianity—yet a hybrid of both traditions. They have become successful in planting 
Korean congregations that grow into multiethnic congregations.46 So far, there have not 
been any immigrant Lutheran congregations that have done this successfully.   

 
Approach B: Joint Ministries  

This approach focuses on the semi-independent congregations described above. These 
congregations include various ethnic groups that maintain separate distinct ministries 
within the congregation’s structure while worshiping and celebrating life together as one 
church body in Christ. For these congregations, an essential step to growing into a 
multiethnic congregation is to start joint ministries with the host congregation focused on 
children and youth. This could include joining Sunday School, youth Bible studies, 
confirmation classes, etc. As David Anderson argues, however, “developing a multicultural 
mindset before [starting] a multicultural ministry is important.”47 According to Anderson, 
we must be “gracist” to have this mindset, which means that we should be “the one who 
hears, sees, and pays attention to those on the margin”48 

One way to develop a multicultural mindset is to be open to incorporating elements of 
different cultures into our worship and to use different languages for worship and 
communication. Immigrant members should be willing to learn to worship and serve in 
English, and the host congregations should be prepared to incorporate other cultures and 
languages into their ministry. As Michael Hawn notes, the problem with most Anglo 
congregations is that even though they are open to the multiethnic congregation, 
“assimilation of immigrants into a single cultural perspective is the goal.”49 This is based 
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on the assumption that the host culture becomes like a “melting-pot” where other 
cultures will be “melted” into the main “pot.” This, of course, has happened to the 
traditional European groups that migrated to the United States in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. But this time, there are over 120 different ethnic groups 
communicating in more than one hundred languages and dialects. Therefore, a move 
to being a multicultural congregation requires openness to accommodating other 
cultures or adopting a mosaic culture.  

On the other hand, the issue with many first-generation immigrants is the language 
barrier and the problem of adopting English as a worship language. To fully integrate 
with others and serve in different capacities, these immigrants should be willing to 
learn and practice English and to adapt to American worship styles. They can do this 
by intentionally and willingly learning the language and immersing themselves in 
American church culture. As John McClure rightly argues, language should not be a 
problem because “languages are nothing more than things in the world that human 
beings shape and reshape to identify and deal together with the conditions of life under 
which they live, as they perceive them, and to identify, live into and bring about certain 
(hopefully good and true) desires and effects given that situation.”50 Therefore, rather 
than isolating themselves from the dominant culture in the church to maintain their 
own identity, they should learn how to embrace and celebrate differences, which in 
turn will enrich their ministry in the larger society.  

This step also requires congregations to start a worship service in which the youth 
can actively participate. In other words, we need to design a worship program that 
incorporates elements of different cultures represented in our congregations. This is 
where the church designs a worship service for all people, young and old, or black and 
white, using one common or different language that people can understand. This can 
be an English or bilingual service in which elements of different cultures are reflected. 
This type of worship program allows the youth to fit in and be part of the service easily. 
One way Ethiopian congregations, for example, can adopt such worship programs is 
by designing a joint worship service with the host (English-speaking) congregations. 
Meaning that, among other activities, the English speakers also use the Ethiopian 
language. 

Furthermore, it is essential to aim to build relationships and involve all members 
in the life and ministry of the church. As Gerardo Marti rightly observes, 
“multicultural churches do not achieve integration by diligently accommodating to 
supposedly distinct racial music styles, constructing assumed universal forms of 
worship, promoting highly intentional leadership for diversity, or raising racial 
awareness.”51 Rather, Marti argues, “most people come [to the church] because of 
family or friends and stay because they are involved.”52  

 
Approach C: Second Generation Immigrants Taking the Lead 

The Korean American experience can be a good model for moving forward with 
forming a multiethnic church. In her book entitled A Faith of Our Own, Sharon Kim 
shows how second-generation Korean Americans are establishing new churches of 
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their own.53 According to Kim, second-generation Korean Americans are planting new 
hybrid congregations rather than assimilating into mainstream churches or inheriting the 
the churches of their immigrant parents. They are creating a hybrid second-generation 
ecclesiastical experience by fusing elements of Korean Protestantism and some expressions 
expressions of American evangelicalism. Kim argues that this development is 
unprecedented: “It is only within the Korean American community that you witness a large 
number of the second generation leaving the immigrant church to develop entirely 
autonomous religious institutions apart from the immigrant context.”54  

However, studies also show that later generations of Japanese, Chinese, Hispanic, and 
some African American Christians are also forming multiethnic congregations fused with 
their own hybrid culture.55 So Kim may be wrong in describing the second-generation 
Korean Christians’ experience as unique; nevertheless, there are lessons to be learned from 
their approach. One of the main lessons is allowing the young generation to take the lead 
in planting new churches that are unique to their experiences and needs.  

As some studies show, young Americans are dissatisfied with the kind of leadership 
that exists—the old leadership style both in the immigrant and non-immigrant 
congregations. Eddie Gibbs, in his book LeadershipNext, contrasts the old leadership style, 
characterized by “inherited patterns of hierarchy, status, and dispensability” with the 
emerging leadership (the youth) focused on missional effectiveness. For him, the emerging 
missional leaders (particularly among the youth) focus on “ministry by the church in the 
world rather than ministry in the church that is largely confined to the existing members.”56  

An important fact mentioned in Gibbs’s book is the “relationship between leadership 
[in the Anglo congregations] and the loss of the [youth] under-forty-five.”57 According to 
him, one of the main reasons the youth have continued to disappear from the Anglo church 
in large numbers is their dissatisfaction with the old leadership style. His research related 
to the Anglo congregations also speaks to the reason why second- and third-generation 
immigrants find it difficult to remain in the church. So how can immigrant congregations 
develop a ministry appropriate to the younger generations? I think the answer should be 
clear by now—it is by allowing them to take the lead and by thrusting the next generation 
into God’s ongoing creative works.  

 
Conclusion 

If Ethiopian American congregations want the second and third generations to keep 
their Christian faith and remain in the church for life, they need to start multicultural 
worship programs. The advantage of multiethnic congregations is that they have better 
opportunities to be a Christian witnesses to their neighbors and influence the larger society. 
They can engage the larger society by being part of the multiethnic church and still 
maintain their own ethnic cultural space.  

Starting a multicultural congregation requires the openness of congregation leaders 
and members to change. As church pastors and leaders, we must graciously navigate this 
change. Congregations are more likely to vote for “no change” and champion the illusive 
status quo until they realize the enormous short-sightedness of their convictions. Leading 
change for the sake of mission and developing a program that incorporates the youth among 
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the immigrant communities may seem nearly impossible. However, this is something 
worth trying. Remember, if we refuse to change, we will most likely see fewer and 
second and third generation immigrants attending our churches!  
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