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SC2ER WEEK 3 THE MYTH OF RACE 

Week 3: What’s Scripture got to do with it?  

The Book of Genesis: A Culture-Critical Lesson

The bible writers provided its readers with a wonderful entrée into 
an understanding of the beliefs about creation—the universe, earth, 
and human beings.  Narratives in Genesis 1 and 2 offer readers a 
picture of the beginnings of the Hebrew people. The proximity of the 
Hebrew people to other cultures also offers the reader a window into 
how narratives are shared and passed down. Scholars have done their 
homework and uncovered the many sources from which Genesis 1 and 
2 evolve. 

According to scholar and renowned bible historian Randall C. Bailey, 
Genesis chapters 1 and the flood stories in chapters 6-9 are patterned on 
similar stories found in ancient Mesopotamia. Genesis 2 is patterned on 
creation stories in Egypt. Bailey states, 

This borrowing from other cultures was common. As 2:10-14 
claims, the Garden of Eden extended from Africa (ancient Cush/
Ethiopia) to Mesopotamia (Euphrates River). All ancient cultures 
presented creation as controlled by their god(s) and set in their 
own backyards. Similarly, the idea of the sea being gathered into 
“one place” (1:9) is explained by people’s knowledge of the 
Mediterranean [The People’s Bible, pg. 132].

Along with understanding the intricacies of the culture, reading 
the bible presents its challenges as well. Social norms, politics, and 
neighboring nations varied according to their traditions and sovereignty 
or dependence on another nation based on their strength or weakness. 

The scripture lesson this week focuses on Genesis 9, Noah and his 
family. The composition of stories began to reveal the reality in which the 
culture lived and the misuse of scripture by those who later appropriated 
texts to justify their domination, abuse, and exploitation of others.  

1. Ancient stories are composed in a society that valued men more 
than women.

2. Women’s role was to give birth to sons.
3. Important women such as Sarah and Rebekah maintained their 

place in society through their sons.
4. Polygamy was the basic form of family assumed in the stories of 

the ancestors.
5. God is depicted as male.

The composition of stories 

began to reveal the reality in 

which the culture lived and the 

misuse of scripture by those 

who later appropriated texts to 

justify their domination, abuse, 

and exploitation of others.
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6. Prominent families owned slaves; however slaves were exploited 
sexually and emotionally abused—for example, Hagar, Laban’s 
daughters, and Joseph. 

7. Women were forced to have sex with the slave master to 
produce children.

These are realities in the ancient world. 

u How do these practices become part of Western culture? 

Certain characteristics seem to resonate throughout the bible, that is, 
men and particular families with power, positions of authority, and 
financial resources enforce standards and lifestyles that benefit them, 
while those without the same benefits are mistreated, dehumanized, and 
marginalized. 

u Is this acceptable behavior based on gender, power, and money? 
 What else drives this kind of behavior?
u What questions come up for you about the way people use 
 their gender, power, status, and wealth as a means to exploit and 
 dominate others with less?
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Sacred Scripture Lesson

Genesis 9 The Myth of Race in the Bible: Noah’s Offspring and 
Mythological Curse

Noah Curses an Offspring in Genesis 9-10: From Curses to “Races” 

The “Curse of Ham/Canaan” is one of many passages of scripture that is 
abused and intentionally misinterpreted. This passage has served as an 
explanation for the oppression, exploitation, and enslavement of African 
descended people by contemporary readers. It is problematic and ripe 
for misinterpretation in the hands of people who use the texts to justify 
slavery and natural selection of the human species. 

Human Ingenuity Creates Human Bondage

For centuries Church historians, translators, scholars, and the uneducated 
have incorporated race and racism out of these scriptures to support the 
supremacy of whites over non-white people groups. 



39

This justification was then preached and taught as truth and the ideology 
takes root for centuries. These myths are practiced and then written into 
the structures, systems, institutions, as well as passed on to individuals 
for hundreds of years. Generations of Europeans and Euro-Americans 
support the practices of white privilege knowingly and unknowingly; 
and submit to beliefs based on white supremacy ideals developed to 
subjugate and control black bodies.  

The more attentive and thorough reading of Genesis 9:20–27 does not 
implicate God speaking a curse over Ham, the father of Canaan.

9:18 The flood waters recede and Noah’s three sons, Shem, 
Ham, and Japheth are the first to leave the boat. Ham’s 
descendants become the nation of Canaan. Noah being a man 
of the soil plants a vineyard. After the harvest he drank some of 
the wine and became drunk. In his drunken state he takes off 
his clothes and lay naked in his tent. Ham goes in to check on 
his father and sees him lying uncovered. He then proceeds to 
tell his brothers, Shem and Japheth that Noah was drunk and 
naked. Shem and Japheth go into to the tent to cover Noah’s 
naked body by placing a garment over him but never looking 
at their father’s nakedness. When Noah finds out Ham has seen 
him drunk and naked, he proceeds to curse his third son. He 
then uses the Lord’s name to curse Ham and his descendants as 
subservient to Shem and Japeth.

This is where the reader asks more questions of the text. 

Group Processing

u Was Noah’s curse prompted by embarrassment at his own 
 behavior? 
u What does this say about Noah showing favoritism to two of his 
 sons? 
u Does this point to some kind of family dysfunction? And who 
 determined that Shem, translated Israelites, gets to colonize his 
 brothers descendants? 
u Since Canaan is of African descent this means Mr. and Mrs. 
 Noah, Shem and Japheth are of African descent. How do you 
 feel about this revelation? 

Bible commentators have various and diverse methods for rendering 
explanations for Noah’s behavior. 

However, the text becomes problematic when contemporary readers 
who want to explain, exploit and subjugate non-white people use 
this particular text to support evil practices amongst God’s very good 
creation—humanity. 

Generations of Europeans and 

Euro-Americans support the 

practices of white privilege 

knowingly and unknowingly; 

and submit to beliefs based 

on white supremacy ideals 

developed to subjugate and 

control black bodies.  
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Colonizing biblical texts remains a constant in the Church. The 
implications are for disenfranchising one group of people (people of 
color) and elevating another group (Euro-Americans/white). The practice 
is abusive. 

It others people, and creates justification for genocide, ethnic cleansing, 
infanticide, racism, nationalism, white supremacy, heterosexism, 
ostracizing members of the LGBTQ community, and the ongoing 
sexual abuse and exploitation of women. These myths of inferiority 
create our current atmosphere of hatred towards people of color, the 
misuse and abuse of women and children’s bodies, and misogyny in 
church and society.  

When people of faith approach the Bible they do so with a particular 
worldview and set of biased ideals. For example, being born and raised 
in the United States provides us with ideas about how people are 
socialized to function as individuals. Americans have interpreted and 
imposed their contemporary religious beliefs, and social and cultural 
ways of being and expectations onto the Bible. Our way of life does not 
compare to the ancient world.

It takes years of study to understand the lived experiences of ancient 
people groups in the Bible, and their neighbors to the west, east, north, 
and south. There are original languages comprised of people groups 
who inhabit the stories of the Bible such as, Arabic, Aramaic, Akkadian, 
Hebrew, and Greek, and African languages specific to tribes, clans, and 
regions. Our understanding is also limited because we do not understand 
the ancient cultures and places from which people came that influence 
the Bible. Our contemporary maps are not an accurate portrayal of the 
land of the ancient Bible. 

There are ancient and diverse people groups from various regions 
comingling, intermarrying, reproducing, living nomadic and agricultural 
lives, trading amongst each other, engaged in warfare and conquest, and 
moving across Asia, India, and Southern Africa. Regions and lands in 
the Bible include Mesopotamia (Assyria), Persia (Iran), Turkey (Hittites, 
Galatia, and later the Ottomans), Canaan (Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, 
Phoenicia, and ancient Israel), and Ethiopia (Kush/Cush, Nubia, Sudan). 
These are the people who comprise the stories of the Bible.

Their stories and lives intersect with the ancient culturally and ethnically 
diverse Jewish people; and they are integral to the lineage of Jesus Christ. 
The narratives and written accounts of the Bible are not exclusively 
European narratives as we have been taught to believe. And Jesus is not 
European, nor an Anglo Saxon (Germanic and white). The stories belong 
to people within the regions in which the stories were told and later 
recorded. The people groups mentioned above predate an understanding 
of the God we are most familiar with, and their origins are older than 
Judaism and Christianity.

These myths of inferiority 

create our current 

atmosphere of hatred 

towards people of color, the 

misuse and abuse of women 

and children’s bodies, and 

misogyny in church and 

society.
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Sacred Conversation Group discussion using the resource guide

Sacred Acts: 

During the week pay attention to media. Sacred acts become a way of 
life.  As you move through the sessions the goal is to incorporate practices 
that will help transform your thinking and internal ways of being, as well 
as assist in the transformation of others. Remember to write reflections in 
your journal and be ready to share in Week 4.

u Audit your media intake.
u How is race portrayed?
u What is normalized?
u Who is represented?

Critique:

What does racial representation/lack of representation demonstrate about 
relationships?

Close session in prayer

Sacred Lessons for the Week

1. Read through the Self-Inventory for Bible Readers (see pages 
32-35). Continue thinking about and reflecting on the questions 
11-20 for group processing next week. 

2. View the PBS Documentary RACE: The Power of an Illusion 
Episode II (55 minutes in total). The documentary can be viewed 
using this link. Be prepared to discuss the video during Week 5.

u The Story We Tell is an eye-opening tale of how deep social 
inequalities came to be rationalized as natural -deflecting 
attention from the social practices and public policies that 
benefited whites at the expense of others.

u http://www-tc.pbs.org/race/images/race-guide-lores.pdf
[Download will be available on the UCC website] 

At the beginning of Week 5 begin with Group Processing regarding the 
RACE video [Use “I” language]

u Be sure to review the accompanying Discussion Guide to
Episode II.

u Discuss the documentary and what you learned from Episode II.
u Review your self-assessment and discuss how what you learned

about American history varies from the video?
u How will you integrate this new information into your

conversations?
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