
 
Spiritual Auto-Ethnography 

Based on the Common Ground | Ethnic Storytelling project by Ginny Prince and Riana Shaw 
Robinson for Oakland City Church (RCA) 
 
For you formed my inward parts; 
    you knitted me together in my mother's womb. 
 I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. 
Wonderful are your works; 
    my soul knows it very well. 
Psalm 139: 12-13 
 
The goal of this exercise is to become more aware of who we are. It is an invitation for ourselves 
and others to know the experiences that shaped us. When we are known, and received, we can 
more fully bring ourselves into authentic reciprocal relationships. Knowing our stories helps us 
to learn about our assumptions and the ways we project and judge others by our understanding 
of “normal”. While some may not strongly identify with their race or ethnicity, it’s important to 
honor that our ethnicity is a gift from and reflection of God.  
 
Why is it important to tell your spiritual auto-ethnography? 

1. We become more aware of who we are, making it easier for others to interact with us. 
2. We affirm that God has made us ethnically in God’s image. We say both to ourselves 

and others that it matters we have an ethnicity. 
3. We give others the opportunity to know the experiences that shaped us. When we are 

known and received by others we can more fully, safely, and freely bring ourselves 
into relationships. 

4. We all have something to share with others who share their story. This helps us avoid 
some people giving and other people receiving, particularly in conversations about 
race. In multicultural conversations, everyone can give and everyone can receive. 

5. Thinking that we don’t have a story is dangerous, if it assumes that our life is “normal.” 
That means anyone with a story is not the norm. This reminds us that there is no 
normal, or many normals, instead of centering some people as the “norm.” 

6. You get to learn about your assumptions. 
 
  

 



 
 

How to start constructing your story: 3-4 points are fine 
 

1. When did I become aware of race? How was race talked about or experienced as 
I grew up? 

 
 
 
 
 

2. When did I feel dissonance? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What lessons have I learned along the way? How have my interactions with 
people of other races and of my own race contributed to those lessons? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What issues or questions am I still working on? 
 
 
 
 
 

5. How has my relationship to my race been shaped by, or how has it impacted, 
my faith journey?  

 
 
 
 
 

6. Key people in my life; food I grew up around; holiday traditions; vacation? What did my 
family celebrate? How many generations can I count or know in the US? 

 
  



 
 

Tips for People Of Color: 
1. Note these stages if you have them: Anger, apathy, healing, color-blind period. 
2. This might feel scary. “if I share this story then I don’t have any power and I feel 

exposed.” but acknowledge that your story is a gift. 
3. Share as much as little as you want to. Because of our limited time, don’t feel that you 

need to share anything that might re-traumatize you. And if you do feel shaky after 
sharing, you’re allowed to ask for a break or support. 

 
Tips for white people: 

1. Avoid the temptation of sharing how you are the exceptional white person. If you start 
by saying how different you are it may not be perceived that way by groups that have 
a collective identity. Simply sharing your experiences is enough. 

2. Don’t communicate that the journey is over and you have arrived. Don’t start with how 
far you have come. These are fine to discuss, but it helps if you start further back with 
how you were raised; it’s okay to share the ways you have been insensitive or 
ignorant and continue to learn. It helps build bridges if you start with family, or begin 
with your brokenness or mention lessons learned the hard way.  

3. Talk about what you like about your ethnicity. How has God made you well? How are 
you living with the tension of your individual self in a racialized society? 

 
 
 
Listening 

● Provide the speaker with your undivided attention.  
● Be non-judgemental. Don’t minimize or trivialize the speaker’s issue. 
● Read the speaker. Observe the emotions behind the words. Is the speaker angry, afraid, 

frustrated or resentful. Respond with compassion to the emotion as well as the words. 
● Be comfortable with quiet and with lack of resolution. Don’t feel you must have an 

immediate reply. None of us has this all figured out. 
● Focus more on what the person is saying than how what they are saying makes you feel. 

Center the person speaking and not your feelings. 
 
 


