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Journey to the Summit of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
 

Cultural Competence: Base Camp to the Summit 
The concept of Cultural Competence has provided an initial and critical foundational structure on the journey to diversity, equity, and 
inclusion (DEI).  Policies have been formed, groups gathered, and movement and learning initiated.  Using the analogy of ascending 
Mount Everest, Mount Harney, or any such “center of the world”, Cultural Competence is the “base camp” or jumping off point of our 
collective journey to the summit.  The framework of Cultural Competence has served as a launch point since 1989, encouraging us to 
take on the learning of other cultures. This is important as an indication of respectful investment and preparation to begin our journey to 
the summit.   Cultural Competence has provided a firm foundation from which we can now evolve and transcend into a space of constant 
initiation, of moment to moment learning with individuals and communities.   

The evolved vision of DEI includes the acceptance and experience of the global and diverse human community. It demands that we 
dismantle the “one size fits all” mentality and labelling of human behavior as the total sum of a person, or the groups with whom they 
identify. This requires integrating the practice of individualizing services to a single human or a defined group of humans within the 
community or communities being served. To do this appropriately and effectively, we must move on from the foundational concept of 
having “sufficient knowledge” to a place of on-going and ever-increasing experiential learning and understanding of the depth of cultural 

diversity and intelligence.   

 

 

 
 

Cultural Competence
• ... is the individual and 

organizational ability to have and 
utilize policies, appropriately 
trained and skilled employees, 
and specialized resources to 
systematically anticipate, 
recognize, and respond to the 
varying expectations of clients, 
customers, and co-workers of 
diverse backgrounds.

Cultural Humility 
• … is not a discreet endpoint, but 

a commitment and active 
engagement in a lifelong 
process that individuals enter 
into on an ongoing basis with 
participants, communities, 
colleagues, and with themselves.

Cultural Reverence
• … is the capacity to relate to, 

learn from and accept persons 
labelled "different" or 
"other.” Cultural Reverence is 
grounded in the belief that there 
are no “disposable” people 
because there is no “other”. A 
culturally reverent person values 
diversity and practices inclusivity 
because it generates our mutual 
human growth and development 
so that we may all achieve + 
experience equity .

“A true community begins in the hearts of the people involved. It is not a place of distraction but a place of being.” 
- Malidoma Patrice Somé, “Ritual: Power, Healing and Community” 
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Cultural Humility:  Trail Markers to the Summit 
Cultural Humility provides the learning and navigational “trail markers” needed for the journey to the summit through its 4-Principles of:   

1. Self-Reflection + Life-long Learning 
2. Served Person as Expert 
3. Served Community as Expert 
4. Institutional Reflection, Investment, and Modeling 

Learning how to practice and utilize these principles effectively requires the following commitments and agreements to: 

• examine one’s explicit (known) or implicit (unknown) biases through, introspection and contemplation of one’s family of origin, 
ancestry, and life experiences from youth and on. 

• learn how to grow beyond any personal implicit bias(es) to avoid unconsciously falling into prejudicial behavior in any form - 
racism, sexism, orientation-ism, ageism, and on. 

• go beyond one’s fears and show up fully to help hold space for others who are also navigating to the summit. 
• provide authentic and on-going opportunities for served persons and their community to clearly voice their wants, needs, and 

desires and effectively validate that their voice has been demonstratively responded to in a consistent, substantive, and 
meaningful manner. 

• grow the organizational culture and capacity to prize people over profit, ensure that diverse and multiple identity lenses are 
included in the development of DEI policies. 

• address the organizational power imbalance by creating new opportunities for inclusivity by establishing clear pathways for the 
realization of diverse leadership teams. 

Cultural Reverence: Living the Summit  
As Cultural Competence serves as the basecamp for our journey, and Cultural Humility serves as the trail markers to ascend to the 
Summit, Cultural Reverence serves as the oxygen tank one needs to remain at and continue to explore the summit. 

Cultural Reverence is an aspirational pathway to value the "other" as much as oneself.  It is the capacity to relate to, learn from and accept 
persons traditionally labelled "different" or "other.”  Cultural Reverence is grounded in the belief that there are no “disposable” people 
because there is no “other”.  A culturally reverent person values diversity and practices equity and inclusivity because it generates our 
mutual human growth and development. It holds the promise that every human being can achieve and experience equity. 

Cultural Reverence recognizes the following universal truths:  

• at the core of our existence, human beings are unique and are more alike than different. 
• we are a global community rich with diverse identities and what happens to any one human impacts us all. 
• identity consists of multiple cultural allegiances and values which emerge from our family and community of origin and/or 

adopted family and community, the environment in which we grow up, and our life experiences.  
• the matrix of identity is uniquely manifested in each individual human and therefore no one person or group of people are better 

than any one person or group and requires any service provider in any realm to place themselves in a space of constant learning 
versus the misleading space of knowing in order to effectively individualize services. 

• that the end goal of all efforts is to achieve equity for all so that all may experience belonging. 

a reverent person cannot participate in nor actively or passively condone practices and systems that are biased, exclusionary, or unequal 
because they understand everyone and everything as part of themselves. 
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Cultural Reverence as a practice is strengthened through the learning of this new thought paradigm which is the intersection of emotional, 
moral, and spiritual intelligences and leads to the human evolution toward higher consciousness. 

The Requirement of Individualized Services:  Culture, Cultural Groups + Identity 
It is as important to distinguish the concept of identity and culture as much as it is important to distinguish a rope from a carabiner when 
summiting a mountain. 

A definition of Culture: integrated patterns of human behavior that include the language, thoughts, communications, actions, customs, 
beliefs, values, and institutions of racial, ethnic, religious, or social groups.  

Examples of Cultural Groups:  ethnic, religious, age, physical ability, orientation (gender and/or sexual), professional, educational, 
geographic, persons experiencing homelessness, previously incarcerated, veterans, special interests (arts, sports, etc.), and 
socioeconomic.  

Our definition of Identity:  the unique matrix of self-ascribed cultural allegiances that uniquely manifest in an individual human. 

An example of why this is important can be found in this quote:  

“I’m part of the queer and disabled community. Being part of all three communities at once – it feels insurmountable sometimes. 
Can I have one thing that’s not actively working against me. Oftentimes, one will get in the way of another. There are queer 
friendly spaces that are not accessible for physically disabled people, or vice versa.” 

This person’s dilemma helps us to better understand why we must take on the challenge of individualizing services. The quote illuminates 
the fact that as service providers we are not working with a single culture but a matrix of cultural allegiances that exist within a single 
person. This quote also emphasizes why we need to commit to and practice continuous learning, for example: 

• How does this person self-identify their gender? 
• What is their age?  
• What religious affiliation or spiritual allegiance do they have that could conflict with the service being offered? 
• With what socioeconomic class does this person identify?  
• Upon first meeting someone we cannot know the answers. Through our DEI journey, we are invited to learn. 

Diversity, Equity + Inclusion: The Three Peaks of the Summit 
Community:  An organization, system, program, agency.  An office, a meeting room, a classroom.  A neighborhood, town, city, village, 
state, nation, world.  A barbershop, salon, theatre, music hall.  A doctor’s office, dentist’s chair, grocery store, gas station, hotel.  A city bus. 
Any and all communal spaces.  Accessible to all and to one.   

Diversity: Individual and group uniqueness (race, ethnicity, class, sex, gender, gender identity and expression, sexual orientation, ability, 
body type, cultural, political, religious/spiritual, mental health, language and other allegiances and self-identified characteristics). To be a 
truly diverse community requires an inherent commitment, demonstrated through actions, that recognizes and values individual and 
group uniqueness. 

Equity:  Reverent treatment of all potential and existing members of a community. Equity requires an intentional commitment to prize, 
resource, respect and revere individual and group uniqueness through ongoing action to achieve equity aligned goals. 

Inclusion: Intentional and sustained effort ensuring that diverse individuals and groups may fully participate in all aspects of a community.  



   
    
 

Shawn Smith * shawn@sharetraining.org * sharetraining.org * 414-235-1930 

 

4 

The Hoops of Community:  The Vision from the Summit 
“Then I was standing on the highest mountain of them all, and round about beneath me was the whole hoop of the world. And while I 
stood there I saw more than I can tell and I understood more than I saw; for I was seeing in a sacred manner the shapes of all things in the 
spirit, and the shape of all shapes as they must live together like one being. And I saw that the sacred hoop of my people was one of many 
hoops that made one circle, wide as daylight and as starlight, and in the center grew one mighty flowering tree to shelter all the children of 
one mother and one father. And I saw that it was holy.” 

Hehaka Sapa (Nicholas Black Elk) from “Black Elk Speaks” 

The purpose of any journey to a summit is to experience the joy of the achievement and, of course, the view.  The purpose of mounting 
this climb to the peaks of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion is to truly see the “hoops” of community that billow out across our global society, 
from a home to a neighborhood, a city, a state, a nation, a world.  When we look at a human-made map of the earth there are lines 
demarcating this state from that state, this nation from that nation.  When we look at an image of the Earth – there are no lines.  We see 
only vast oceans, rivers, lakes, and great stretches of the good earth.   

We conclude this brief with the words of Carl Sagan, the great astronomer and cosmologist, whose illuminated words expand upon the 
wisdom of Black Elk. This excerpt is from Sagan’s book, Pale Blue Dot, which was inspired by an image taken by Voyager 1 on February 
14, 1990, where he was awed as he looked upon the world in which we all live – “suspended in a beam of light”.   

A Pale Blue Dot 
As the spacecraft was departing our planetary neighborhood for the fringes of the solar system, it turned it around for one last look at its 
home planet. 

Voyager 1 was about 4 billion miles away when it captured this portrait of our world. Caught in the center of scattered light rays, Earth 
appears as a tiny point of light, a crescent only 0.12 pixel in size. 

 

“That's here. That's home. That's us. On it everyone you love, everyone you know, everyone you ever heard of, every human being who 
ever was, lived out their lives. The aggregate of our joy and suffering, thousands of confident religions, ideologies, and economic 
doctrines, every hunter and forager, every hero and coward, every creator and destroyer of civilization, every king and peasant, every 
young couple in love, every mother and father, hopeful child, inventor and explorer, every teacher of morals, every corrupt politician, 
every "superstar," every "supreme leader," every saint and sinner in the history of our species lived there--on a mote of dust suspended in 
a sunbeam. 
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The Earth is a very small stage in a vast cosmic arena. Think of the rivers of blood spilled by all those generals and emperors so that, in 
glory and triumph, they could become the momentary masters of a fraction of a dot. Think of the endless cruelties visited by the 
inhabitants of one corner of this pixel on the scarcely distinguishable inhabitants of some other corner, how frequent their 
misunderstandings, how eager they are to kill one another, how fervent their hatreds. 

Our posturings, our imagined self-importance, the delusion that we have some privileged position in the Universe, are challenged by this 
point of pale light. Our planet is a lonely speck in the great enveloping cosmic dark. In our obscurity, in all this vastness, there is no hint 
that help will come from elsewhere to save us from ourselves. 

The Earth is the only world known so far to harbor life. There is nowhere else, at least in the near future, to which our species could 
migrate. Visit, yes. Settle, not yet. Like it or not, for the moment the Earth is where we make our stand. 

It has been said that astronomy is a humbling and character-building experience. There is perhaps no better demonstration of the folly of 
human conceits than this distant image of our tiny world. To me, it underscores our responsibility to deal more kindly with one another, 
and to preserve and cherish the pale blue dot, the only home we've ever known.” 

Carl Sagan, Pale Blue Dot, 1994 

 

 


