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ABSTRACT 

BENJAMIN URIAH BARNETT, JR. 

BREAKING THE SILENCE: COURAGEOUS CONVERSATIONS ABOUT RACE & 

RECONCILIATION IN THE LOCAL CHURCH 

Under the direction of DAVID HULL, D.MIN. 

 

Fifteen participants engaged in courageous conversations over four weeks to 

measure how safe, spiritual, and strategic small groups are in breaking through the 

deafening silence that quite often mutes racial discourse.  

This project is a qualitative study which used a video series entitled Vital 

Conversation, which is produced by GCORR (General Commission on Race and 

Religion) of the United Methodist Church. After viewing each video, fifteen participants 

then engaged in dialogue based upon questions included with each video session.  

The results of this research indicate that small groups are a safe, spiritual, and 

strategic way to break the silence of racial discourse. As each week progressed, 

participants experienced increased trust in one another and the group. Further study is 

needed to determine if these small groups are effective with persons who do not share 

similar commonalities.
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CHAPTER 1 

HOUSE OF PRAYER FOR ALL NATIONS 

Introduction & Background 

On August 26, 2018, approximately twelve-thousand Christians gathered on 

historic Stone Mountain. The gathering was racially diverse, representing all ages and 

denominations. Songs of worship, prayers of praise and testimonies were given to all who 

gathered. The single message of this event was that it was going to take the Church to 

heal a badly fractured nation.1 “A lot of voices in society and politics are speaking about 

divisions in the nation, but we don’t hear much from the church,” said Billy Humphrey, 

co-founder of the OneRace movement and director of Atlanta’s International House of 

Prayer. “At times, the church has been on the sidelines. At times, the church has been 

silent. We can’t be silent anymore.”2 

 The OneRace movement began about two years ago with about six pastors - black 

and white. OneRace exists to displace the spirit of racism and release a movement of 

racial reconciliation across Atlanta, the southeast, and the nation. God desires a young 

adult movement that will counter the tide of racial division in our city and nation, 

 
1 Atlanta Journal & Constitution, https://www.ajc.com/news/thousands-vow-end-

racism-and-hatred-promote-unity-with-faith/sDkeuGgo6N6gaD6v8u0ZSI/ (accessed 

February 4, 2019). 

 
2 Ibid. 
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affirming that God made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of 

the earth.3  

 Jesus once told his followers to open their eyes because the field was ripe for 

harvest. Knowing his followers would delay in response, Jesus also told them to not tell 

him to wait four months more before expecting the harvest. At this present moment in 

history, Atlanta, the southeast and the United States appear to be ripe for harvest. The 

political landscape suggests as much. OneRace is just one of several racial movements 

that are resonating with people of racially diverse backgrounds.  

The racial composition of congregations in the United States is a topic of growing 

interest. Studies linking race and religion are not absent from scholarly literature; 

however, the applications of this link to local worshipping communities is a relatively 

recent pursuit.4 Anthropologists, biblical scholars, church historians, pastoral leaders, 

missional leaders, systematic theologians, psychologists, and sociologists have all made 

contributions to racial discourse within American Christianity.  

Almost every segment of American culture: entertainment, government, military, 

professional sports, politics, and education have produced intentional ways of engaging 

race especially as our country has become more racially and ethnically diverse. Religious 

 
3 OneRace Movement, http://oneracemovement.com/. (accessed September 17, 

2018).  

 
4 Kevin D. Dougherty and Kimberly R. Huyser, “Racially Diverse Congregations:  

Organizational Identity and Accommodation of Differences,” Journal for the Scientific 

Study of Religion 47 (2008): 23-43. 
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organizations, particularly Christian congregations are progressively rediscovering their 

role in race relations within the United States. Additionally, religious organizations are 

the nation’s largest volunteer organizations and are essential players in U.S. race 

relations. The volunteer nature of religious organizations allows researchers to study what 

people do when given the opportunity to choose their respective affiliations and 

participation levels. Religious organizations also involve more than half of all Americans. 

Therefore, they provide some of the clearest opportunities to study the process of 

segregation, desegregation, integration, assimilation and pluralism in American 

organizational life.5 

Description of Ministerial Context 

Bridge Pointe Church (BPC) is physically located in the heart of Marietta, 

Georgia but has a membership that is geographically located across the Atlanta 

metropolitan area.6 Bridge Pointe Church is part of a fellowship of six churches in 

Atlanta that were once all part of the same church. I am the researcher and the Lead 

Pastor at Bridge Pointe Church where I have served for the past twenty-five years. The 

congregation is generally made up of African American, middle class, and middle-aged 

families. The church places value on its roots of racial and theological diversity. In the 

past, this diversity helped create a vibrant and healthy congregation that appealed to the 

 
5 Brad Christerson, Korie L. Edwards, and Michael O. Emerson, Against All Odds:  

The Struggle for Racial Integration in Religious Organizations (New York: New York 

University Press, 2005), 3-4. 

 
6 Bridge Pointe Church has a current weekly attendance of 400. The attendance is 

comprised of people from forty metropolitan Atlanta zip codes. 
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racial diversity of Atlanta. While BPC remains a vibrant and healthy church, it no longer 

has an appeal for its racial diversity. 

Purpose of the Project 

Statement of the Problem and Project Goals 

In general, a church that has experienced problems along racial discourse needs to 

experience reconciliatory healing.  Bridge Pointe Church is one of these churches.  The 

ability to engage in courageous conversations about race in the United States provides a 

positive way to bring about reconciliation. This research project aims to provide 

reconciliation through strategic, spiritual and safe spaces where conversations between 

black and white Christians can take place in order to break through the barriers that are 

fearful and inherently emotional.  

The goal of this project is to promote reconciliation across the six congregations 

using courageous conversations during a four-week focus group engagement. The focus 

group will consist of participants from all six congregations.  My hypothesis assumes that 

silence about race is the problem. In a context where blacks and whites generally separate 

on Sunday mornings and lack the intentionality and ability to talk about race in America, 

it is the primary goal of this project to discover intentional ways that black and white 

Christians can begin to courageously have conversations about race that are spiritual, 

safe, and strategic. Another goal of this project is to begin a dialogue on race within the 

local church, with the intent to see if small groups are a viable, strategic and missional 

way to address issues around race. Once this research and experiential project is 
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completed, it is my long-term goal to create a small-group resource to guide church 

leaders and small group leaders in a courageous conversation curriculum.  

Limitations and Delimitations of the Project 

One of the primary limitations of this research lies within my chosen 

methodology of participant observation. I am African American and inherently invested 

in the research. As the researcher and participant observer, I was immersed within the 

group itself, observing behavior, and listening to what was said in conversations among 

group participants. My presence as both participant and observer lent itself to potential 

bias on my part. To account for the potential bias, I constructed predetermined objective 

field note questions and parameters so that my work would be rigorously legitimate. 

While I planned to listen and observe, it was not my intention to engage in the group 

conversations as to avoid exerting any influence in the group discussion. 

Another limitation of this project was the potential for some participants to 

consciously or unconsciously say things to please their group peers. Most of the 

participants had predetermined, habitual behavior concerning the topic of race. As a 

result, some participants may have attempted to give what they perceived as the right 

responses to the discussion questions. The group discussions at the end of each video 

encouraged open and honest conversation by participants. Without honesty and 

vulnerability, the potential results of the research might not have reflected the intended 

goals of spirituality, safety and strategic benefits of small groups. Ultimately, the 

truthfulness of their responses rested upon the participants. As the researcher, I could not 

control this aspect of the project. 
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A significant delimitation for this research is the scope of the project. Our Statue 

of Liberty clearly suggests that the United States of America is a melting pot of a myriad 

of races and ethnicities from around the world. So, any discussion on race in America can 

have far-reaching potential. The central challenges of race in the United States, however, 

historically remains primarily a black and white dynamic. As such, the congregational 

identity necessary to unite blacks and whites may look different than for other racial-

ethnic groups. The scope of this research is limited to this black-white dynamic.  

Another significant delimitation was the population of my research. Although 

issues around race are broadly sweeping in America, this research focused on six 

congregations within the same fellowship of churches. As a fellowship of churches, these 

congregations already share congruent doctrinal beliefs and practices, along with a rich 

history of relational connectedness. Other churches outside of this fellowship, especially 

those who do not share many commonalties, may reflect different interpretations and 

results. 

Assumptions 

There are several assumptions I made from the outset of this project. The first 

assumption was that the participants in this study were willing to engage in a complex, 

emotionally charged, courageous conversations about race. The very premise of this 

research is grounded in the fact that race talk is routinely dismissed as to avoid honest 

thoughts and feelings. Therefore, a major assumption was that the participants would be 

willing to speak candidly and transparently about their own struggle with race. While this 
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was quite the risk, I believed fruitful dialogue could emerge and valuable data could be 

gathered if the introduction was done in a way that was disarming and respectful. 

 Another assumption I made was that participants view the Bible as the 

authoritative, inspired Word of God that is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and 

training. While this assumption may seem obvious, not all Christians come to the same 

conclusions about what the Bible says about race. Race, racism, and other such words do 

not appear in the biblical text. Yet, I assumed that there were relevant texts that taught 

principles of unity, division, and reconciliation. For this very reason, I also assumed that 

biblical faith and hope demonstrate that racial reconciliation can be achieved and/or 

improved by people coming together and sharing their respective stories. At a minimum, 

intentional conversations about racial experiences is a good place to begin. Therefore, I 

also assumed that participants would be fully engaged in the courageous conversation 

series. 

My final assumption involved the validity of participant’s response. Since racial 

engagement is very complex and controversial in America, and the inclination towards 

race talk is typically silence, this meant my research could not guarantee survey 

participants would provide authentic and truthful responses.  

Definition of Terms 

Certain terms in this project are used in specific ways. The following definitions 

serve to clarify the language used throughout this research project. 

Race – How we define “race” and/or are defined by “race” can be very complex and used 

inconsistently. It often means “skin-color,” but a closer look also reveals its use in the US 
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as “ethnicity,” “culture,” “geographic location,” “primary language,” “country of origin,” 

and “nationality.” For the purposes of this work, race is simply defined as “skin-color.”7 

Racism – A system of domination or oppression of one ethnic or racial group over 

another based upon differences believed to be hereditary and unchangeable. For racism to 

exist, a group must have power to enforce their dominance through either overt or hidden 

means. 

Race Talk or Racial Discourse–- Discussions of race between people with different racial 

realities, which are likely to engender strong feelings of discomfort, anger and anxiety; 

most people prefer to avoid the topic of race, to remain silent, to minimize its importance, 

or to pretend not to notice it.8 

Multiracial Church v. Monoracial Church— A multiracial church is where a 

congregation is composed of no more than 80% of a single race.9 Monoracial 

congregations exist when one race is greater than 80% of the entire church.  

Racial Reconciliation – In obedience to God, racial reconciliation is a commitment to 

building cross-cultural relationships of forgiveness, repentance, love and hope that result 

in walking in beauty with one another and God. 

 
7 Michelle Norris, “The Race Card Project,” www.theracecardproject.com/race-do-

we-actually-mean-skin-color/ (accessed July 16, 2018). 

 

8 Derald Wing Sue, Race Talk and The Conspiracy of Silence:  Understanding and 

Facilitating Difficult Dialogues on Race (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2015), 

6. 

 
9 Michael Emerson, People of the Dream: Multiracial Congregations in the United 

States (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006), 35. 
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Racial Microaggressions – Everyday slights, insults, indignities, and invalidations 

delivered toward people of color because of their visible racial/ethnic minority 

characteristics. Examples include being served last, being required to present additional 

identification, being mistaken for a service worker.10 

Culture – A group of people who share a similar learned set of customs, beliefs, values, 

arts, social institutions, social practices, assumptions, traditions, and a way of thinking.11 

Research Methodology 

Structure 

 This ministry project consisted of a four-week guided video dialogue on race 

entitled “Vital Conversations.” Vital Conversations video series is produced by the 

United Methodist Church. The video series focused on providing a safe space to dialogue 

about race and racial reconciliation. The dialogue took place in the summer of 2019 from 

August thirty-first through September twenty-eighth. 

Participants 

The focus group was comprised of fifteen members selected from volunteers 

within the six congregations within the Atlanta Fellowship of Churches. Volunteers 

above the age of twenty years was invited to participate in the research study through 

selection from each congregation’s respective leadership team. Group participants were 

selected from the list of volunteers at the researcher’s discretion. My intent was to select 

 
10 Sue, Race Talk, 27. 

 
11 Michael Burns, All Things to All People: The Power of Cultural Humility, (Spring, 

TX: Illumination Publishers, 2019), 14. 
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an even number of black and white volunteers, with secondary attention paid to diversity 

in gender, educational background, age, and congregational membership. 

Rationale 

This research took a qualitative approach, looking for depth of understanding and 

experiences with a small group of church members, rather than a broad approach with 

large numbers of church members. The methodology for this project was personal 

observation, informal interviews, journal reflections and a final surveyed response. These 

ethnographic approaches best fit the context and the scope of the research itself. 

Participant observation lends itself to a back and forth of deductive and inductive 

reasoning, where the researcher’s context works on the researcher while the researcher 

simultaneously works on understanding it.12 

Significance 

The potential significance for this research project is development of a method 

useful for breaking racial barriers and building bridges across racial lines. The data 

collected from this project will positively influence the participants in the focus group, 

the researcher, and the larger Christian community. For Bridge Pointe Church, the 

significance of this project is its potential to help create a racially diverse membership in 

a predominantly black church. This potential will ultimately align with the racial 

diversity vision of the Church. The implications of this project for the larger Christian 

community are quite significant.  The conversational engagement in this research can 

 
12 Mary Clark Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction, 

(Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 2008), 171. 
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potentially provide a model for other churches and/or small groups to follow as they seek 

to break the silence and experience reconciliation.  
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CHAPTER 2  

ALL THE FAMILIES OF THE EARTH SHALL BE BLESSED 

 In the summer of 2008, two of the most mature, loving and influential deacons in 

our church engaged in a serious conversation about race. As I walked around the corner, I 

noticed they were in very close physical proximity, standing almost face-to-face. Both 

men were clearly agitated and speaking to one another in a very aggressive tone. Their 

behavior was certainly out of character. Immediately, I stepped in between the two men 

and pleaded for them to calm down. What could have possibly happened to get these two 

spiritual men to engage in such an agitated manner? They were deacons and leaders in 

our church. 

 It was 2008, the precipice of the historic Presidential election between Barack 

Obama and John McCain. One of the deacons was black and the other was white. The 

black deacon was excited about the strong possibility of having the first black President 

of the United States. As a man in his sixties, this election meant so much for him. The 

other deacon was white and could not understand why the black deacon could be so 

excited about a presidential candidate just because of the color of his skin. There was 

some miscommunication and plenty of misunderstanding. The thirty minutes we spent 

talking about this racial discourse outside the men’s restroom was an immediate response 

to an intense conflict but inadequate to delve into depths of a very powerful, complex 

dynamic in American culture. Compound race with the Christian church, and the 
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challenges appear even more insurmountable. If this issue of race was lying dormant 

under the surface of these two deacons, what was going on within the membership? The 

election of the country’s first black President brought to the surface thoughts and feelings 

about race that usually members keep silent. 

The racial composition of congregations in the United States is a topic of growing 

interest. Studies linking race and religion are not absent from scholarly literature; 

however, the application of this link to local worshipping communities is a relatively 

recent pursuit.1 Anthropologists, biblical scholars, church historians, pastoral leaders, 

missional leaders, systematic theologians, psychologists, and sociologists have all made 

contributions to racial concerns within American Christianity.  

Almost every segment of American culture: entertainment, government, military, 

professional sports, politics, and education have produced intentional ways of engaging 

race especially as our country has become more racially and ethnically diverse. Religious 

organizations, particularly Christian congregations are progressively rediscovering their 

role in race relations within the United States. Religious organizations are the nation’s 

largest volunteer organizations and are essential players in U.S. race relations. The 

volunteer nature of the religious organizations allows researchers to study what people do 

when given the opportunity to choose their respective affiliations and participation levels. 

Religious organizations also involve more than half of all Americans. Therefore, they 

 
1 Kevin D. Dougherty and Kimberly R. Huyser, “Racially Diverse Congregations:  

Organizational Identity and Accommodation of Differences,” Journal for the Scientific 

Study of Religion 47 (2008): 23-43. 
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provide some of the clearest opportunities to study the process of segregation, 

desegregation, integration, assimilation and pluralism in American organizational life.2 

In the book, Against All Odds,3 Michael O. Emerson and Christian Smith explore 

the beliefs, practices, and structures that allow integrated religious organizations to 

survive despite their difficulties. Based on six in-depth ethnographic studies of churches 

and Christian organizations, this work draws on numerous interviews that allow the 

reader to experience the joys and frustrations that arise from actual racial integration 

within local congregations.  

This research project is not being conducted in a vacuum. Numerous authors and 

researchers are engaged in the racial dynamic of American Christian culture. The Elusive 

Dream4 by Kori L. Edwards and The Post-Racial Church5 by Kenneth A. Matthews and 

M. Sydney Park are two such researchers. Both researchers enter churches and religious 

institutions as observers. Their observations are particularly helpful with respect to my 

methodological approach which will be documented in the following chapter of this 

thesis. 

 
2 Brad Christerson, Korie L. Edwards, and Michael O. Emerson, Against All Odds:  

The Struggle for Racial Integration in Religious Organizations (New York: New York 

University Press, 2005), 3-4. 

 
3 Christerson, Edwards, and Emerson, Against All Odds. 

 
4 Korie L. Edwards, The Elusive Dream: The Power of Race in Interracial Churches 

(New York:  Oxford University Press, 2008). 

 
5 Kenneth A. Matthews and M. Sydney Park, The Post Racial Church: A Biblical 

Framework for Multiethnic Reconciliation (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 2011). 
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Theological Foundations 

Creation-Made in the Image of God 

 The Christian faith and worldview are predicated on a set of nonnegotiable truths. 

One of these truths is that every person is valuable because we are all created in the 

image of God. From a theological perspective, discussion of racism is inextricably bound 

to questions of this theological anthropology.6 What does it mean to be created in the 

image of God? The fact that human beings are created in God’s image shapes the 

Christian worldview and affects how we see God, the world and one another. It also 

informs how we understand the rest of the Bible’s story and provides a theological 

foundation for ethics and engagement.7 Therefore, it is incumbent upon all peoples to 

recognize the God in others. There is no people group, regardless of skin color who are 

more representative of the imago dei than another. Racism and racialization are grounded 

on the ability of one race of people to see the other as inferior and less than fully human. 

Theology in Black and White 

If theology is accurately defined as the study of the Divine, as witnessed in Holy 

Scriptures, then most black and white Christians interpret the Bible and life differently. 

This research focuses on the black and white racial dynamic with Christians in an Atlanta 

fellowship of churches. Again, the hope of this research is to discover spiritual, safe, and 

 
6 James H. Cone, Black Theology and Black Power (Maryknoll, NY: Harper & Row, 

1969), 11. 

 
7 David Closson, “What does it mean to be made in God’s image?”, 

https://erlc.com/resource-library/articles/what-does-it-mean-to-be-made-in-gods-image, 

The Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention 

(accessed December 4, 2018). 
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strategic ways for Christians to courageously engage in meaningful conversations about 

our current racial divisions in the country. In order to arrive at this goal of biblical racial 

reconciliation, it is important to recognize that blacks and whites do not start in the same 

place with race.  

It appears that black persons and white persons move and have their being in two 

different worlds. I owe much of my understanding for this subject matter to Michael 

Emerson and Christian Smith, in Divided by Faith,8 and their follow up book, United by 

Faith.9 Their respective resources study the problem of race through statistical data based 

on actual nationwide surveys and interviews. Emerson and Smith have argued, rather 

than bringing blacks and whites together, America’s religious institutions instead 

reinforce America’s racial divide.10 The premise of this research agrees with Emerson 

and Smith. Other American institutions such as corporations, the military, fields of 

entertainment, education and government appear to be making progressive efforts 

towards racial reconciliation. Meanwhile, churches, rather than serving as a model for the 

Kingdom of God on earth, are still engaged in an archaic engagement void of being a 

light in a dark world. 

 
8 Michael O. Emerson and Christian Smith, Divided by Faith: Evangelical Religion 

and the Problem of Race in America (New York: Oxford University Press, Inc., 2000). 

 
9 Michael O. Emerson and Christian Smith, United by Faith: The Multiracial Church 

as An Answer to the Problem of Race (New York: Oxford University Press, Inc., 2003). 

 
10 Emerson and Smith, Divided by Faith,15. 
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According to Emerson and Smith, whites tend to see the race problem in 

individual terms. On the other hand, blacks usually see the problem as extending beyond 

the individual to societal structures, which is a much more complicated situation11. Jarvis 

J. Williams cites Emerson and Smith by concluding that white evangelical Christians 

have traditionally viewed racial reconciliation and matters of race as a “social issue” 

instead of a “gospel issue.”12 The fundamental disagreement, on individual versus 

societal and social issue versus gospel issue, is one of the major reasons racial dialogue 

between black and white Christians gets shut down from the beginning.  

In the traditional black church, acts of social and systemic racism experienced on 

behalf of one black person will undoubtedly become assimilated into the collective 

experiences of most, if not all, members of that church. Sermons and private 

conversations will be interpreted through a biblical hermeneutic that is expressively 

engaged in the form of a call to repentance on behalf of the respective perpetrator(s), 

usually the public at large. White Christians, on the other hand, interpret racialization 

through a different lens. The same acts of racism experienced by blacks are not seen as 

systemic and social but rather the fault of the guilty party. In the case of the Charleston 

shooting, white Christians will acknowledge that racism occurred, but guilt is ascribed 

solely to the guilty party, Dylann Roof. Blacks view the assailant as guilty but will also 

 
11 Ibid. 

 
12 Jarvis J. Williams, “Racial Reconciliation, the Gospel and the Church,” 9Marks, 

https://www.9marks.org/article/racial-reconciliation-the-gospel-and-the-church/ 

(accessed August 10, 2019). 

https://www.9marks.org/article/racial-reconciliation-the-gospel-and-the-church/
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see society-at-large as an accomplice, highlighting the fact that a part of American culture 

produced someone like Dylann Roof. 

The gap between how black and whites interpret racialization in America seems 

to be insurmountable. George Yancey points outs that black and white Christians are 

farther apart in their thinking about race than other blacks and whites in the United 

States.13 This is disheartening especially since the Bible, the source of Christian 

conviction and inspiration, teaches reconciliation. This will be explored later. Elaine 

Robinson gives reason to why blacks and whites seem far apart. Robinson asserts that 

any exploration of race, racism, and race relations in the United States demands a level of 

analysis that integrates the interlocking factors of politics, economics, religion, and 

power.14 If what Yancey and Robinson convey is true, then this explains why so many 

Americans, black and white, have given up hope for reconciliation and surrendered to the 

racial status quo. The work of reconciliation is simply too complex, difficult, and risky. 

Fortunately, there are theologians like Elaine Robinson, George Yancey, and others who 

push back on culture. 

In Theology and Race, Elaine Robinson argues that the theological task must 

include attention to racialized discourse and practices as a means of uncovering, 

analyzing, and dismantling racist discourse and practice that undermines the full 

 
13 George Yancey, Beyond Racial Gridlock: Embracing Mutual Responsibility 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006). 

 
14 Elaine A. Robinson, Race and Theology (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2012), 

15. 
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humanity of persons of color and white persons who participate in systemic sin. This 

research aims at inspiring many to engage in this theological task of conversation. 

Thoughtful and respectful theology should lead to specific and well-articulated tasks. 

Robinson acknowledges that racialized discourse and practice also serve as a corrective 

to silence and neutrality, which are too often posited as appropriate theological stances, 

even as they reinforce and re-inscribe racism in theology, the church, and the larger 

society.15  

The Role of Silence 

The hypothesis of this research claims that silence about race, racism, and racial 

reconciliation in churches is problematic for racial discourse in the United States. Here, 

Robinson points to the fact that silence and neutrality have been posited as a theological 

stance. I agree. Martin Luther King said, “In the end, we will remember not the words of 

our enemies but rather the silence of our friends.” Both black and white Christians have a 

difficult time trying to find ways in which to have serious conversations about race in 

America. This inability to have courageous conversations leaves a void in the moral 

fabric of our country. During the Civil Rights Movement, King experienced the silence of 

white Christian leaders in the South. During the violence perpetrated on black human 

beings, usually by white Christians, King found the silence of Christian pastors as 

something appalling. He could not understand how Christian leaders could not find the 

 
15 Robinson, Race and Theology, 84. 
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courage to speak out against such blatant racist ideologies and practices. There remains a 

societal and cultural silence, a silence of apathy. 

What if, however, there could be a role for silence? What if the key to silence is 

balance? The wrong kind of silence can lead to injustice, which, according to King is 

appalling. The right kind of silence, truly abiding in the presence of the Divine and one 

another, listening with the heart, can lead to knowing and reconciliation. The Apostle 

James writes, “Be quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow to become angry because 

man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires.”16  

In the face of diversity, we feel tension—and that, in turn, can lead 

to discomfort, distrust, conflict, violence and even war. So, we have developed a 

variety of strategies to evade our differences, strategies that only deepen our fear, 

such as associating exclusively with “our own kind” or using one of the well-

tested methods to dismiss, marginalize, demonize or eliminate the stranger. When 

our ancient fear of the otherness is left unacknowledged, unattended, and 

untreated, diversity creates dysfunctional communities. The benefits of diversity 

can be ours only if we hold our differences with respect, patience, openness, and 

hope, which means we must attend to the invisible dynamics of the heart that are 

part of democracy’s infrastructure. 17 

In the quote above, Parker Palmer points to two things that I believe are at stake 

for remaining silent about racial issues. The first is the unchecked fear we have in 

otherness—people who do not look like us. Palmer calls this an ancient fear, which he 

concludes leads to dysfunctional communities. Imagine the muted gospel witness of our 

 
16 Jas 1:19-20. All scripture references are from the New International Version unless 

otherwise noted. 

 
17 Parker J. Palmer, Healing the Heart of Democracy: The courage to create a 

politics worthy of the human spirit (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2011), quoted in Caprice 

Hollins and Ilsa Govan, Diversity, Equity and Inclusion:  Strategies for Facilitating 

Conversations on Race (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015), 114. 
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churches if we continue down the road of silence as we succumb to our ancient fear of 

the other?  

The second thing Palmer points out is the invisible dynamics of the heart, which 

he says are part of democracy’s infrastructure. Our democracy is the unique witness we 

have as a moral nation in the world. Read the headlines. Turn on the news. Check out 

what is trending on social media. The dynamics of race cannot escape us, and it is not the 

time for silence. Rather, it is the time to speak up and attend to the invisible dynamics of 

the heart.  

In their book, The Church Enslaved, Tony Campolo and Michael Battle argue 

persuasively for a kind of silence, a spirituality of reconciliation. The authors assert that 

black Christians along with white Christians require a Christianity that is mystical. Only 

by surrendering to the Holy Spirit and allowing the Christ who comes to redefine us in 

context of contemplative praying will we escape the cultural tyranny that religion 

creates.18 They also suggest that black and white Christians read up on the writings of 

pre-Reformation saints such as Ignatius, Francis, Teresa, John of the Cross, and Julian of 

Norwich. Perhaps these ancient saints will help all racial groups to allow Christ within to 

expand and purge us of our cultural trappings and religious ideas.19  

 
18 Tony Campolo and Michael Battle, The Church Enslaved:  A Spirituality of Racial 

Reconciliation (Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 2005), 116. 

 
19 Ibid., 117. 
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In addition, Campolo and Battle believe that contemplative spirituality is an 

important means for overcoming racism because of its potential to build the kind of unity 

that typifies communities that are part of the body of Christ. So, rather than succumbing 

to the fear of talking about race, racial identities, racial microaggressions, and 

reconciliation—churches should, as the authors suggest, create intentional times of 

contemplative prayer. In so doing, both black and white Christians can engage one 

another under the power of the Holy Spirit, seeing Jesus in the other, and experiencing a 

space of transformation across racial lines.20 This kind of spirituality seems congruent to 

Jesus’ vision and zeal for God’s house as places for prayer for all nations. It is interesting, 

informative, and inspiring that Jesus did not refer to God’s house as places of worship (as 

we understand modern worship), places of evangelism, places of social confrontation, or 

any other place typically associated with the church of today. 

Courageous Conversations 

Throughout history, courageous and conscientious Christians have always sought 

ways to bring about racial reconciliation. For the scope of this thesis, I will include three: 

Gregory of Nyssa, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. These three 

individuals display exemplary convictions and the courage to speak out despite the 

gravity of their respective cultural contexts.  

In the late fourth century, Gregory of Nyssa spoke out against the institution of 

slavery in a way that none had before, vilifying it as incompatible with Christianity. 

 
20 Ibid., 120. 
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There are several lessons we can learn from this Cappadocian Father about seeing beyond 

the veil of oppression.21 Bonhoeffer was recognized for his academic scholarship at 

Union Seminary, but it was his engagement with blacks in Harlem that provided him with 

great enlightenment.22 Being antiracist was insufficient. Bonhoeffer embodied an 

inclusive stance by moving the needle from antiracist to ally, walking alongside the other. 

Since my research project focuses on communication, four important resources 

are being used. The first book is entitled, Race Talk and the Conspiracy of Silence: 

Understanding and Facilitating Difficult Dialogues on Race. 23 This resource is well 

researched within higher education and focuses on the psychological impact of engaging 

controversial subjects. Their respective methodology included focus groups and 

interviews with four populations: black students, white students, black faculty, and white 

faculty. Race Talk is theological, psychological and practical in helping people construct 

and critique dialogue about race issues. The author, Derald Wing Sue, integrates real-life 

examples of difficult dialogues along with appropriate tools that help navigate the deep 

complexity, which cannot be overstated, of talking about race in America. Sue’s primary 

 
21 Kimberly Flint-Hamilton, “Gregory of Nyssa and the Culture of Oppression,” 

edited by Robert B. Kruschwitz, Christian Reflection: A Series in Faith and Ethics (The 

Center for Christian Ethics at Baylor University), no. 35 (2010): 26. 

 
22 Josiah Ulysses Jones, No Difference in the Fare (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm B. 

Eerdmens, 1998), 87-124). 
 

23 Sue, Race Talk.  

 



24 
 

 

focus is the classroom and workplace. However, the content and tools described is easily 

transferrable to the local church. 

The next two resources delve into the science of communication. Difficult 

Conversations24 and Conversational Intelligence.25 The former emerges from the 

Harvard Negotiation Project and is used extensively to teach leaders and managers how 

to communicate in the business sector. The latter resource is written by Judith Glaser, a 

successful business coach and CEO of Benchmark Communications. Conversational 

Intelligence incorporates neuroscience research to help people understand how the brain 

and heart function in challenging conversations, which is key to understanding what is 

going on inside persons engaged in challenging conversations. 

Lastly, Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion: Strategies for Facilitating Conversations on 

Race 26 provides insightful and practical ways to engage in challenging, yet meaningful 

conversations on race. The authors have assembled a collection of resources and 

assessment tools that teach facilitators how to become comfortable with the discomfort in 

leading conversations about racism, privilege, and power. 

 

 
24 Douglas Stone, Bruce Patton, and Sheila Heen, Difficult Conversations: How to 

Discuss What Matters Most (New York: Penguin Group, 2000). 

 
25 Judith E. Glaser, Conversational Intelligence: How Great Leaders Build Trust and 

Get Extraordinary Results (New York: Bibliomotion, Inc., 2015). 

 
26 Caprice Hollins and Ilsa Govan, Diversity, Equity and Inclusion: Strategies for 

Facilitating Conversations on Race (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015). 
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Biblical Foundations 

The thread of reconciliation is woven throughout the Hebrew Bible and the New 

Testament. From Genesis to the Book of Revelation, God’s word bears witness to the 

persistent intent to reconcile people to the Divine and to one another. In this section, it is 

my goal to set forth examples of reconciliation in Genesis, the stories and examples from 

the life and teachings of Jesus Christ, the Luke-Acts mission, Pauline theology, and the 

eschatological vision found in the Book of Revelation. 

The Blessings of All Nations in Genesis 12 

The trajectory of human life starts at creation, with all men and women being 

made in the image of God27 and finds its anticipation in the promise to Abraham that in 

his seed all the nations of the earth will be blessed.28 After creating humankind, God 

blessed them and “told them to be fruitful, increase in number and fill the earth.”29 Later, 

people rebelled and sought glory for themselves as evidenced in building a tower in 

Babel.30 The Babel narrative demonstrates the creation of languages, different ethnicities, 

and the resulting displacement in the earth. The Abrahamic Covenant and the blessing 

and gathering of the nations is a theme that runs throughout the biblical text. 

 

 
27 Gen 1:26. 

 
28 Gen 22:18. 

 
29 Gen 1:28 

 
30 Gen 11. 
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Jesus’ Reconciliation Narratives in the Gospels 

In the Gospels, there are two significant passages where Jesus intentionally 

addresses the gathering of the nations. In both Matthew and Mark, Jesus emphatically 

declared the temple of God as the “house of prayer for all nations.”31 In clearing the 

temple, Jesus demonstrates a zeal towards the purpose of the house of God. At the end of 

his ministry, Jesus sent his followers out with the Great Commission: “To go and make 

disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy 

Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.”32 Jesus showed his 

disciples that the good news was not just for Jews only but for many nations and 

ethnicities.  

Some scholars have suggested reading the Gospel of Luke and the Book of Acts 

as one document, since Luke is generally considered the author of both books. The 

Gospel according to Luke addresses more of the Gentile mission than the other three 

gospels. The Great Mission in the Gospel of Matthew and Mark is restated by Jesus in the 

first chapter of Acts, where Jesus envisions his followers making disciples in Jerusalem, 

Judea and Samaria, then to the ends of the earth. This vision then undergirds the 

narratives Luke chooses to share throughout the entire Book of Acts. The power of prayer 

and the work of the Holy Spirit flow through every chapter.  

 

 
31 Matt 21:13; Mark 11:17. 

 
32 Matt 28:18-20. 

 



27 
 

 

Reconciliation in the Early Church 

Immediately following Jesus’ departure, his followers engage this vision, with the 

first church being ethnically diverse, the antithesis of the Babel experience. As many as 

fifteen ethnicities are listed in the first church.33 The initial work of the Holy Spirit post-

Jesus manifests itself in language interpretation. Here, the Holy Spirit works as an agent 

of reconciliation. Christians then continued to break ethnic, cultural, and racial barriers 

throughout the book of Acts. Philip, the Evangelist is led by the Holy Spirit to an 

Ethiopian eunuch on the desert road,34 a Roman solider named Cornelius becomes the 

first Gentile convert,35 missionaries engage a woman named, Lydia, enter her home and 

baptize her entire household.36  

The beginning chapters in Acts show a diverse church that was growing. This, 

however, did not preclude the Church from encountering conflicts between marginalized 

groups. In Acts 6, a conflict between the “Hebrews” (dominant) and the “Hellenists” 

(non-dominant) groups emerges. The Hebrews were the Hebraic Jewish Christians, who 

maintained a distinctly Jewish culture. The Hellenists, on the other hand, were Jews who 

had allowed a Greek culture to determine how they lived. Even though the Church was 

 
33 Acts 2:7-11. 

 
34 Acts 8:26-40. 

 
35 Acts 10-11. 

 
36 Acts 16. 
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ethnically diverse, it was not ethnically reconciled. One cannot assume that ethnic 

diversity necessarily equates to ethnic reconciliation. 

About halfway through the Book of Acts, there is a shift in the primary leadership 

of the early church’s missionary leadership from Peter to Paul. From Acts 12 through the 

remainder of the Book of Acts, Paul engages the Gentile mission. Solid biblical 

foundation on reconciliation belong to the great missionary, the Apostle Paul. From a 

canonical perspective, the book of Acts then acts as a bridge between the gospels and 

Paul’s letters to the churches. It is within these letters that we discover Paul’s theology of 

reconciliation and unity in the body of Christ. Many of his theological assertions are 

often used to support reconciliatory efforts.  

Reconciliation According to the Apostle Paul 

For starters, Paul references Christians as Ambassadors of Christ to convey the 

purpose of Christ followers as ministers of reconciliation, those responsible for the 

ministry of reconciliation.37 In writing to the Church in Ephesus, Paul utilizes Christ’s 

crucifixion to demonstrate how Jesus’ death tore down the dividing wall of hostility 

between Jew and Gentile.38 Paul further explains how the body of Christ, this new 

humanity, is one of inclusivity rather than exclusivity. According to Paul, in the body of 

the Christ, there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, 

 
37 2 Cor 5:17-21. 

 
38 Eph 2:14-18. 
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slave or free but Christ is all, and Christ is in all.39 The cross of Christ demolished all 

barriers between the people and God, reconciling people who believe, both to God and to 

each other. This horizontal reconciliation applies to those Christians who differ from each 

other and between whom there exists traditional culture-driven hostility.40 

Eschatological Vision in Revelation 

Finally, the New Testament concludes with an ultimate vision of reconciliation.41 

J. Daniel Hays work, From Every People and Nation,42 provides a very biblical 

foundation on race and ethnicity. “After this I looked and there before me was a great 

multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language . . .”43 

The vision in the book of Revelation provides a glimpse of the people of God at the 

consummation of history―a multiethnic congregation gathered in worship around God's 

throne. Hays focuses on texts that have a general bearing on race which point to 

multiethnic dimensions in the overarching plan of God. In response to the neglect of this 

theme in much evangelical biblical scholarship, J. Daniel Hays offers this exegetical 

work as a clear theological foundation for life in contemporary multiracial cultures and 

challenges churches to pursue racial unity in Christ. 

 
39 Col 3:11. 

 
40 J. Daniel Hays, From Every People and Nation: A Biblical Theology of Race 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 200. 

 
41 Rev 7:7-10. 

 
42 Hays, From Every People. 

 
43 Revelation 7:9. 
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From Genesis to Revelation, the stream of reconciliation then flows throughout 

scripture. Simply stated, God is in the business of reconciliation. This desire of our 

Master is not an obscure doctrine hinted at on the fringes of Scripture, but rather a central 

theme that is stressed continuously throughout the New Testament. Individual prejudices 

and cultural societal structures that divide Christians into groups based on skin color or 

other ethnic distinctions are contrary to the teaching of the New Testament.44 

Historical Foundations 

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr’s statement that 10:00AM on Sunday morning is the 

most segregated hour in North America has haunted the Christian church for over fifty 

years, but the practices that prompted those words had been in place for centuries before 

they were ever uttered.45 Racism and racist discourse and practice have been so integral 

to the history and development of the United States and so tied to Christianity that, at 

times, they function to reorder our consciousness to assume such racist structures are 

normal and neutral, even scriptural.46 Race runs deep in our American history and 

culture. Our racial identities are shaped by race. So, given the centrality of race in our 

history, it is not surprising that it continues to be relevant today. Countless books, 

articles, works of art, poetry, monuments, and other forms of literature document the 

racial history of America.  

 
44 Hays, From Every People, 200.  

 
45 Campolo and Battle, The Church Enslaved, 12. 

 
46 Robinson, Race and Theology, 56. 



31 
 

 

A cursory survey of the historical ramifications of race and racial reconciliation in 

the U.S. will be highlighted here. Due to the scope of this thesis, and given the breadth 

and depth of race in America, I am limiting this research to three primary periods: from 

the arrival of the Pilgrims to the Civil War, from the Civil War to the Civil Rights 

Movement, and from the Civil Rights Movement to the Post-Racial America.  

From Pilgrims to Civil War 

Since the colonists first set foot on the shores of the New World down to the 

present day, racism has been a major motif in the narrative of the United States. It is, as 

theologian James Cone suggested, America’s “original sin.” For a country founded on 

freedom, democracy, and equality, our racist history appears paradoxical.47 This is the 

period in American history where the earliest racial discourses functioned to create legal 

definitions of what it means to be human and not-quite so human.48 African slaves who 

were brought to the New World were not considered to be fully human, therefore, were 

subjected to dehumanization and subjugation, which would eventually lead to the need of 

being civilized through the Christian faith. This period of history is well-documented on 

how the Bible was used to legitimatize slavery. One of the most damaging 

misinterpretations of the Scripture is the so-called ‘Curse of Ham.’ In Genesis 9, Noah 

settles down after the flood. He drinks wine, becomes naked, and lies uncovered in his 

 
47 James H. Cone, “Theology’s Greatest Sin:  Silence in the Face of White 

Supremacy,” Black Theology:  An International Journal 2:2 (July 2004), 142. 

 
48 Robinson, Race and Theology, 61. 
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tent. Ham, the father of Canaan,49 covers his father, Noah’s nakedness. Noah awakens to 

discover what his son has done and curses Canaan. Throughout the last twenty centuries, 

numerous Christians, Jewish, and Muslim writers connect this curse to Ham and then to 

Black Africa. This was certainly true in early American history. The curse of Ham has 

been properly addressed by many modern theologians and systematically debunked. 

Unfortunately, the curse of Ham was used to support slavery as the fulfillment of this 

curse.  

A response from blacks during this period of history was the development of the 

historically Black Church. Out of necessity and the unwelcoming engagement of white 

Christians, blacks began their own churches. The Black Church tradition originated in the 

slave religion, despite slave masters who “feared that enslaved Blacks who embraced 

Christianity would interpret their new religious status as a step toward freedom, justice, 

and equality.”50 Once established, Black Churches spread throughout the United States. 

The beginnings of separation had begun. 

From Civil War to Civil Rights 

Institutional slavery ended with the Civil War. Following the end of the War, 

there were over four million black persons who were free in the United States. Their 

freedom was not met with immediate success, as most freed black persons were 

 
49 Genesis 9:22. 

 
50 Stacey Floyd-Thomas, et al., Black Church Studies: An Introduction (Nashville: 

Abingdon Press, 2007), 6. 
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impoverished, uneducated, displaced without land ownership, and lacking many of the 

necessities to exist as human beings. 

The era of Jim Crow began at the end of the Reconstruction era (1877) and 

continued to the beginning of the Civil Rights Movement around 1950. Reconstruction 

was the period following the Civil War, during which attempts were made to address the 

political, economic, and social inequities of slavery. The Jim Crow era can be defined as 

the period of legalized racism, where laws enforced forms of racial segregation in the 

southern United States. Racial segregation provided a means of sustaining economic 

status and social advantages to the white dominant group. Blacks were routinely and 

systematically restricted to certain circumscribed institutions such as: schools, churches, 

parks, restrooms, playgrounds, and restaurants solely based on race. During this period, it 

is difficult to discern whether culture followed teachings and practices of the Church, or 

if the Church followed the teachings and practices of culture. Either way, blacks and 

whites remained primarily separate in church, home, and the public square. This era 

paved the way for the Civil Rights movement, primarily to achieve human rights. 

From Civil Rights to a Post-Racial America 

Beginning in 1950, courageous leaders, men and women, black and white began 

to focus on the humanity and equality of all human beings. Anyone living within the past 

five decades bears witness to the racial progress that has been occurring in America. In 

the simplest terms, the Civil Rights Movement, galvanized diverse, courageous, people of 

faith all around the United States to organize, protest, resist, and transform American 

culture. Legislation around human rights changed the landscape of America, particularly 
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concerning race. Despite the cooperation between many blacks and whites during this 

time, history also demonstrates how black churches and white churches, thus black 

Christians and white Christians remained separate. According to Divided by Faith, 

Emerson and Smith demonstrate a movement on behalf of evangelicals to pick up Martin 

Luther King’s vision—the need to reconcile races by developing a formal theology of 

racial reconciliation based primarily on Ephesians 2:14-15.51 

In 2008, the United States elected the country’s first black President. Following 

this historic election of President Barack Obama, some pundits proposed that his 

presidency symbolized that the United States had entered a “post-racial” age. While 

Obama’s presidency was a historic moment, it should not be presented as proof that 

racism is overcome.52 Following the civil rights legislation and into the twenty-first 

century, a new form of racial discourse, which continues to limit the freedom and 

humanity of people of color can be identified.  Central to this reinscribed racism is the 

reality –observed in previous eras—that legislation does not function so as to reshape 

attitudes, ideologies, or theological convictions.53  Elaine Robinson asserts there is a large 

and growing body of sociological literature on contemporary racial discourse which goes 

by several labels “color-blind racism,” “modern-racism”, and “racial realism.”54 

 
51 Emerson and Smith, Divided by Faith, 52. 

 
52 Robinson, Race and Theology, 78. 
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Additionally, Robinson list a few central assumptions concerning this 

contemporary discourse. First, civil rights legislation was successful and racial 

inequalities have been eliminated, though some individual acts of racism still occur. 

Second, any policies related to equal and fair treatment are now unnecessary, since the 

playing field has been leveled. Third, any lack of success within the Unites States is 

attributed to the failure of racial groups to take advantage of the opportunities that exist.55 

In short, these assumptions hinder authentic racial engagement because they basically 

convey and support the notion that we live in a world that is post-racial. Therefore, any 

problems about race are according to assumption one, unfounded. According to 

assumption two, unnecessary. And according to the third assumption, unwarranted 

because racial setbacks are essentially due to personal irresponsibility. 

In Divided by Faith, Emerson and Smith sum up the historical engagement of 

blacks and whites in America, from slavery to modern day in simple terms. As slavery 

receded, a formally segregated public sphere rose in its place. By 1964, as the formally 

segregated public sphere receded, an informally segregated private sphere began to rise in 

its place.56 

Modern Challenges 

All along, I have been leaning, perhaps even hinting at the efficacy of multiracial 

churches simply because they create an environment closely aligned to Jesus’ vision of  a 

 
55 Robinson, Race and Theology, 79. 

 
56 Emerson and Smith, Divided by Faith, 48. 
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house of prayer for all nations. Any research should assume push back from those who 

see things from a different perspective. Here, I will attempt to look at the black and white 

Christian racial dynamic through another lens. I also acknowledge there are more than 

two alternatives. Other lens and perspectives are available to other researchers in this 

topic. 

 United by Faith is helpful here. The authors, DeYoung, Emerson, Yancey and 

Kim argue for multiracial engagement whenever possible,57 they reserve certain 

circumstances when a uniracial engagement is preferable. Additionally, the authors of 

United by Faith acknowledge the importance of social contexts. In social contexts, people 

carry with them collective memories, beliefs, and practices that define who they are. 

Bringing people together with different identities, collective memories, and histories is 

risky because people have the potential to lose their identities, their faith, and possibly 

their unique perspective of God.58 This fact alone represents the rationale why there is 

still the need, for example, of the traditional Black Church in America. An America 

without the Black Church runs the risk of forfeiting, surrendering, and even negating the 

historical contributions of black persons throughout history. Historically, the Black 

Church has been the institution in America for black history, education, and the 

dissemination of black culture to the next generations. 

 
57 Curtis Paul DeYoung, Michael O. Emerson, George Yancey and Karen Chai Kim, 

United by Faith: The Multiracial Congregations as Answer to the Problem of Race (New 

York: Oxford University Press, Inc., 2003), 2. 

 
58 DeYoung, Emerson, Yancey and Kim, United by Faith, 114. 
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Homogenous Unit Principle 

 The Homogenous Unit Principle states, “People like to become Christians without 

crossing racial, linguistic, or class barriers.”59 In some circles of the church growth 

movement, this principle has been adopted to increase church membership. The principle 

is based upon the priority of evangelism and missionary zeal. It considers that the 

primary goal of the Church is convert souls, and the most effective way of doing so is by 

expending energy and resources effectively. In other words, homogeneity seeks to reap 

the lowest hanging fruit. For proponents of the homogenous unit principle, this is the best 

way to make disciples. Admittedly, the premise of homogeneity seems plausible. Paul 

writes in Romans 12, however, that we should not conform to the patterns of this world 

but be transformed by the renewing of our minds. Homogeneity is akin to a pattern of this 

world, one that seems inescapable, one this researcher seeks to transform.  

 
59 A. Scott Moreau, “The Homogenous Unit Principle,” 

www.docstoc.com/2235726/The-Homogenous-Unit-Princple-A-Scott-Moreau-1-What-

is-the-H. (accessed November 28, 2018). 
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CHAPTER 3 

AS FOR ME AND MY HOUSE 

 

Bridge Pointe Church is comprised almost exclusively of black members who 

experience the systemic trials and microaggressions of a racialized culture. At work, on 

college campuses, in the grocery store, with their neighbors, and the media, members of 

BPC long for a biblical expression of racial reconciliation. This chapter describes the 

congregation and our affiliated churches in metropolitan Atlanta and argues why a four-

week conversation on race discourse is necessary. 

Local Context 

Bridge Pointe Church History 

Bridge Pointe Church is a medium-sized church, located physically in Marietta, 

Georgia, but is strategically and missionally situated throughout the Atlanta metropolitan 

area. Bridge Pointe is comprised of four-hundred members organized into four 

geographical ministry campuses: Atlanta Campus, East Campus, Southern Crescent and 

Victory Campus. Each of these four campuses’ primary means of doing ministry is 

strategically dispersed across metropolitan Atlanta in a total of twenty-five small groups, 

called Bridge Groups. Members of these small groups live within forty metropolitan area 

zip codes. The racial demographic of BPC is approximately ninety-five percent African 

American, four percent Caucasian, and less than one percent Asian and Latino. BPC also 

has seventeen different nationalities represented as well, primarily of African descent.  
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Bridge Pointe Church participates in a larger, global fellowship identified as the 

International Churches of Christ (ICOC) but not exclusively. The ICOC are a group of 

believers of all ages, races, and socioeconomic backgrounds in over 150 countries. We 

are simply people who have found God and are committed to serving him and his 

children around us. This is a simple self-descriptive identity.  Others outside the ICOC 

fellowship will have varying descriptions.1 BPC self-identifies as a non-denominational 

church who cooperates with like-minded people of faith. The mission statement of Bridge 

Pointe Church is, “to build bridges and break barriers.” This mission statement is 

intentional and an honest expression of the heart of the church. Both the leadership and 

membership of the church views one of our primary responsibilities as disciples of Jesus 

is to be ministers of reconciliation on all levels where division between Christians exists. 

 
1 Wikipedia Contributors. “International Churches of Christ.” Wikipedia Foundation, 

24 February 2004, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Churches_of_Christ. 

Accessed August 16, 2019.  The International Churches of Christ is a body of co-

operating religiously conservative, and racially integrated Christian congregations. 

Beginning with 30 members they grew to 37,000 members within the first 12 years. 

Currently they are numbered at over 110,000. A formal break was made from the 

mainline Churches of Christ in 1993 with the organization of the International Churches 

of Christ. The ICOC believes that the whole Bible is the inspired Word of God and that 

each person is saved by the grace of God, when they place their faith in and become a 

disciple of Jesus Christ, repent and are baptized. It is a family of churches spread across 

some 155 nations. They consider themselves non-denominational. They are structured 

with the intent to avoid two extremes: "overly centralized authority" on the one side and 

"disconnected autonomy" on the other side. In 2000, it was described as "[a] fast-growing 

Christian organization known for aggressive proselytizing to [US] college students" and 

as "one of the most controversial religious groups on campus". The largest congregation, 

the Los Angeles Church of Christ, has over 6000 members. The largest church service 

was held in 2012 at the AT&T Center in San Antonio, Texas, during a World 

Discipleship Summit, with 17,800 in attendance. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Churches_of_Christ
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On a regional level, Bridge Pointe Church partners with churches in Georgia, 

South Carolina, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Alabama. This regional fellowship of 

churches is the Southeast Regional Family (SRF). The primary role of the southeast 

fellowship is church-planting and global missions. Locally, Bridge Pointe Church 

functions closely with five other congregations located throughout metropolitan Atlanta.2 

These five congregations are racially diverse, with Caucasian being the majority in the 

membership. Each congregation in Atlanta is led by white clergy except for Cornerstone 

Church and ACC—Gwinnett, which is led by a pastor from Kenya. Both pastoral leaders 

are recent transitions within the last three years. 

Atlanta Fellowship of Churches History 

From 1987 to 2003, the Atlanta Church of Christ [ACOC] grew from six hundred 

members to approximately four thousand. It was considered one of the large mega-

churches in the metropolitan area. Several positive attributes of this congregation were its 

emphasis on discipleship, global missions and its racial diversity in the membership. 

Annually, the ACOC contributed millions of dollars to global church-planting and to 

funding efforts that addressed the needs of the poor and marginalized. Adoption centers 

were created in Cambodia and Romania, HIV/AIDS clinics were set up in Africa, and 

churches were planted in racially challenging areas like Johannesburg during Apartheid. 

 
2 The Atlanta Fellowship of Churches include the following: North River (Marietta), 

Northview (Roswell), Cornerstone (Duluth), The Path (metro-Atlanta), and the Atlanta 

Church of Christ in Gwinnett. All these individual congregations were once part of a 

larger congregation in Atlanta, the Atlanta Church of Christ. 
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The racial demographic of ACOC was approximately forty-five percent white and 

forty-five percent black. Intentional efforts were made to ensure that full-time staff of the 

church reflected the racial composition of the church. As the researcher of this project 

and an African American leader, my wife and I played a significant role in reflecting the 

intentionality of the leadership’s attempt to address racial diversity. 

In 2007, the ACOC, as result of organizational shifts on the global level, coupled 

with pragmatic changes locally, voluntarily reorganized into five autonomous 

congregations. Members were free to choose a congregation that best suited their needs. 

In most cases, geographical proximity dictated church affiliation. People wanted to 

worship close to home. There were many reasons why and how people chose their 

congregation, but once the dust settled, it became clear that race played a role. The 

congregations with white leadership were racially diverse. Congregations with black 

leadership became predominantly black. 

A decade has passed since becoming separate churches. New members are rarely 

familiar with the history of the previous fellowship. The current political climate is 

uneasy. Culture and societal racial tension outside of the fellowship of the church is 

virulent. The sweeping impact of social media poses a new threat. What were once 

racialized conversations reserved for a select few in the church parking lot or a private 

conversation over lunch is now spread across social media. Black and white Christians 

can now disseminate their opinions, affiliations, disdain, frustrations and anger 

instantaneously, which is then shared to the masses.  

 



42 
 

 

Seismic Racial Shifts in the History 

In California, there are fault lines that exist across tectonic plates of the Earth’s 

crust. Scientists agree that if there is an earthquake of a sizeable force, the state of 

California will split along these fault lines. Clearly, there was an undercurrent of racial 

tension lying beneath the surface of the ACOC. These racial fault lines awaited a cultural 

quake. I have been a leader in this church fellowship for twenty-five years, long enough 

to witness the seismic shifts and impact of race, racism, and reconciliation on the local 

congregation(s). Despite being a multicultural, multiethnic, and multiracial congregation, 

on both the church membership and leadership levels, societal race issues impacted this 

group of Christians. There are many instances of racial strife in the life of this fellowship. 

A few will be highlighted here.  

The Atlanta Fellowship hosted six large campus worship services on the 

weekends. The worship experiences were dynamic, and the gathering was racially 

diverse. In fact, the church representative, I once met with Congressman John Lewis, at 

his request, to discuss how this fellowship managed to represent such dynamic racial 

diversity. In a church of several thousand racially diverse Christians, authentic 

relationships between black and white persons were bound to happen. Yet, the church 

discovered that most of the racial diversity the church was known for was largely on the 

surface. Racial and cultural factors external to the church revealed deep-seated racial 

beliefs unexposed in everyday life.  

 This fellowship was certainly not immune to the impact of race. This became 

apparent when the O.J. Simpson verdict in 1995 was announced. Immediately, the church 
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divided as blacks and whites began to articulate and support various sides. Some black 

members were seen cheering in the streets of Atlanta. At a ministry staff meeting, the 

ministry staff leadership watched the verdict live on television. The tension and visible 

division between black leaders and white leaders permeated the room. White leaders 

expressed their disgust openly, while black leaders held back their celebratory feelings 

until the meeting was over. After the meeting, black leaders expressed their thoughts and 

feelings with other black leaders. White leaders did the same. The results of the O.J. 

Simpson verdict were never spoken again in the presence of the church leadership. 

Silence and ultimately avoidance of race-talk altogether became the way forward. 

There were other similar situations that impacted this fellowship to include, the 

Rodney King verdict, the release of the movie, Malcom X by Spike Lee, and the election 

of the nation’s first black President, Barack Obama. In one instance, during a large 

gathering of the church, a black female left the audience and approached the stage where 

the lead pastor was speaking. Since the lead pastor was white and the congregant was 

black, this incident became a source of racial frustration and conflict.  Full of frustration, 

with both external societal forces and internal dynamics of the church, she grabbed the 

microphone from the lead pastor and began to share her feelings. The lead pastor 

attempted to resolve the situation, reaching for the microphone and trying to calm her 

down. Members in the audience began to chant aloud, “Let her speak!”  

The following week, the leadership team of the church met to discuss the impact 

of this dynamic but ultimately knew that the underlying, unspoken racial issues had come 
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to the surface. Once again silence prevailed as leaders just hoped the tension would 

recede back under all the other ministry activities and allure of a large church. 

Explanation of Research 

Research Design and Methodology 

 At the heart of this project is the belief that correctly structured courageous 

conversations about race between black and white Christians is safe, spiritual, and 

strategic. Participants must be free to articulate their understanding with minimal 

researcher interference and in their own words. For these reasons, the study employed a 

qualitative approach, looking for depth of understanding and experiences with a small 

group of church members, rather than a broad approach with large numbers of church 

members. The methodology for this project was personal observation, informal 

interviews and a participant survey. These ethnographic approaches best fit the context of 

and the scope of the research itself. Participant observation lends itself to a back and forth 

of deductive and inductive reasoning, where the researcher’s context works on the 

researcher while the researcher simultaneously works on understanding it.3 From a 

deductive point-of-view, I tested a program. In this case, the Vital Conversations program 

from the United Methodist Church. From an inductive point-of-view, I allowed the data 

to bring forth the potential for new theories on racial dialogue and reconciliation. 

The intention of this research was to determine how effective small group 

conversations on racial issues can be at bringing about biblical reconciliation. This is not 

 
3 Mary Clark Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction, 

(Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 2008), 171. 
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as simple as seeing if black and white Christians can dialogue together over a couple of 

hours for four consecutive weeks. As stated above, there was always the potentiality for 

there to be surface-level engagements when dealing with racial issues. Surface level 

responses do not effectively measure the depth of beliefs and thoughts of a person. 

Therefore, the goal was not to sit around the table and share personal frustrations. Each 

conversational engagement was topic driven and taught by an expert.  

The collection of data required a volunteer group of project participants from the 

five congregations. These project participants needed to commit to attending a minimum 

of three of the four courageous conversations. Through group conversation and 

engagement with the participants and the subsequent analysis of those conversations, this 

project aimed at creating an environment where silence about racial issues could be 

overcome and where a providing a path toward reconciliation could be forged. 

Structure of the Project 

The research was announced, and people were invited to become participants in 

July 2019. During the Atlanta Fellowship leadership meetings, written documentation 

was provided to each congregational leadership team. Documentation outlined the 

purpose and details of the research project. Each congregation then submitted volunteers 

from their respective churches. The announcements provided thirty volunteers from 

which I selected a group of fifteen. Volunteers were selected based upon their respective 

racial identity, six black participants and six white participants, in order to maintain a 

balance in participation. In addition to racial identity, a cross-section of various ages was 
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used as criteria for selection. Participants ranged in age from the mid-twenties to sixties. 

All participants were informed about the minimal risks and the purpose of the study. 

The General Commission on Race and Religion of The United Methodist Church 

(GCORR) presents several video series, including Vital Conversations on Realities of 

Race and Racism, which features contemporary theologians, sociologists, laity, clergy, 

and other thought-leaders dealing with challenges of race, culture, and oppression in the 

Church and world today.4 This research project included videos from GCORR in the 

following installments and dates: 

• August 31 –Meaningful Conversations About Race: Rev. Dr. Hooker 

• September 7 – Continued Struggles in American Race Relations: Dr. 

Philip Klinkner 

• September 14 – Deconstructing White Privilege: Dr. Robin Di Angelo 

• September 28 – Church: Building the Beloved Community: Dr. Miguel de 

la Torres 

 

The Roles and Responsibilities of the Researcher  

As the researcher, I have served within this fellowship of churches for just over 

twenty-five years. My role as Lead Pastor of Bridge Pointe Church encompasses all the 

typical pastoral duties of a senior pastor in a local congregation to include vision-casting, 

preaching and teaching, leadership development, administration of sacraments, funerals, 

weddings, and community engagement. In addition to leading Bridge Pointe Church, I 

also serve on the International Diversity Team within the ICOC global fellowship. Due in 

part to my tenure within the Atlanta Fellowship of Churches, I am systemically connected 

 
4 UMC General Commission on Race and Religion, http://www.gcorr.org/. (accessed 

August 20, 2017). 
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to both leadership and membership in the other five congregations. For the purposes of 

this project, I assumed the roles of researcher recruiter of the project participants, 

participant observer, and recorder of conversational dynamics. It was my intention to 

serve as a collaborative partner,5 and insider,6 observing the following: people, actions, 

interactions, contexts, and material evidence (see Appendix D). The primary resources to 

guide me in this step of the project will be Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods 

Approach to Projects for Doctor of Ministry Theses,7 by Timothy Sensing.  

IRB Process and Data Collection Methods 

The Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Mercer University approved this project 

on June 12, 2019 for the duration of one year. The IRB approved a four-week courageous 

conversation, small-group engagement for the purpose of having dialogue about race in 

the local Church. The IRB also approved the use of data collection for the analysis of 

those discussions as a means for collecting data to measure the success of the project. See 

Appendix A. After project participants were identified, they were required to sign an 

Informed Consent Form. This form was reviewed and approved by the IRB. See 

Appendix B. 

Who Participated in this Study? 

 
5 Sharan B. Merriam. Qualitative Research and Case Study Applications in 

Education, 2d. ed. (San Francisco, CA: Jossey Boss, 1998), 101. 

 
6 Tim Sensing. Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for 

Doctor of Ministry Theses. (Eugene: OR, Wipf & Stock, 2011), 94. 

 
7 Sensing, Qualitative Research. 
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After all the announcements were made, a meeting for reviewing the informed 

consent form and answering any questions concerning the project was held. The 

requirements for volunteering as a project participant consisted of the following: they had 

to be 21 years of age or older, they needed to be a member in good standing at their 

respective congregation, and they needed to be able to attend at least three of the four 

courageous conversations. The number of volunteer participants was fifteen, and all 

fifteen participants filled out the informed consent form. 

Approach to Data Analysis 

Each of the four sessions was video recorded, then transcribed by the researcher. 

Field notes were then applied to the transcription to provide depth and context of the 

conversational engagement. Coding was selected as the most appropriate form of data 

analysis for this project. The language used by project participants as they responded to 

the guided group discussion questions after each video was transcribed and coded. The 

transcription was coded for appropriate spaces for awkward silence, participant 

engagement, vulnerability, truth-telling, anger/frustration, and reconciliation. Major 

themes and secondary themes were compiled to measure and compare how each 

conversational engagement was experienced by the participants. 

 There was an expectation that participants would experience a degree of trust 

and/or frustration over the research period, thereby, becoming either more vulnerable or 

increasingly frustrated with each subsequent video. The researcher used field notes to 

observe this relational dynamic. In addition, the researcher identified major themes 

congruent to the video series in its entirety along with making observations about racial 
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discourse that was unique to single video topics. As we will see in the next chapter, not 

all conversations were experienced in the same manner. The results of the data analysis 

will be discussed in depth in the following chapters.     
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CHAPTER 4 

QUICK TO LISTEN, SLOW TO SPEAK, AND SLOW TO BECOME ANGRY 

The fifteen participants in the study described their experiences of the courageous 

conversations by means of a participant survey and personal reflection journals, which 

provided an abundance of information. The courageous conversations lasted, on average, 

two hours each. This chapter will organize the salient data by first broadly addressing 

macro observations of the study, figuratively the tip of the iceberg. After analyzing the 

larger trends, I will go beneath the surface, examining specific participant’s experiences 

that give a sense of how the courageous conversations impacted participants in the group 

and as individuals. Lastly, I will also seek to go deeper as I analyze data from participant 

reflection journals.  

The goal of my research was to gather a focus group of seven to twelve black and 

white participants. After soliciting volunteers, I chose to expand the group to fifteen 

participants for one reason. Some participants would not be available for all four 

courageous conversations, and I wanted to ensure that there was a consistent quantitative 

gathering to facilitate meaningful conversation. In addition, I left room for any 

participants who might decide to drop out of the group. Fortunately, all participants 

remained in the group for the length of the study. Increasing the participants to fifteen did 

not negatively impact the group. In fact, increasing the participants helped maintain an 

average attendance of twelve each week. In addition, the racial demographic of the group 
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participants was distributed evenly between black and white participants for all four the 

courageous conversations. See Figure 1 below.1 

 

Figure1. Racial Demographics of Group Participants 

 

Weaknesses of My Research 

My research methodology was limited in a few ways. For starters, I selected 

volunteers based upon the congregational leader’s willingness and ability to communicate 

and solicit volunteers from within their respective congregations. Each church leader 

communicated to their congregation an announcement (see Appendix C) for volunteer 

participants to engage in this research. Volunteers followed the enlistment protocol, then 

I selected participants from the group based upon their race, gender, and congregational 

 
1 Figures in this document are presented in color. 
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affiliation. Despite clear criteria for selection, my methodology lacked the ability to reach 

a younger group of participants. Older Christians tend to pay more attention to traditional 

church announcements, whereas, younger Christians communicate primarily through 

social media. The use of social media would have been more optimal to reach younger 

participants and those from other congregations in our fellowship. 

Another observation about the age of the participants would suggest that younger 

generations are less inclined to experience the anxiety evident in older participants. As 

previously stated, the age of participants in this research is a limitation of this study. The 

complete absence of a younger black perspective was not available in this study. It would 

be interesting to experience their perspective on racial discourse in their lives and their 

experience within the Courageous Conversation group. 

A second weakness in my methodology involved the inclusion of all six 

congregations within the Atlanta fellowship. All participants in the study came from three 

of the six churches within the Atlanta Fellowship. Even though communication to all 

church leaders was consistent, I could have engaged in a more focused follow up with the 

leadership of the other congregations who did not participate. The absence of participants 

from other congregations says more about the church leaders than about the members of 

their respective churches.  

One of the churches in our fellowship responded with no desire to participate in 

the study and did not reveal the reason for their decision. Another congregational leader 

was relatively new in his leadership role and was undoubtedly involved in other interests 

more demanding of his time and energy at the time of this study. At this point, I can only 
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conclude church leaders had their reasons for not wanting to solicit participants from 

their churches. The inclusion of participants from each congregation would have 

provided a broader analysis of our Atlanta fellowship. It appears that three of the six 

churches in our fellowship were eager to be part of the research. Congregational 

participation is highlighted in Figure 2 below. 

 

 

Figure 2. Congregational Participation Representation 

 

A third weakness in my methodology involved the analysis of the participant 

survey response administered at the end of the research project. Each participant 

completed a final survey for the courageous conversations, which provided significant 

insights overall. The final survey required that each participant respond to the entire 
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series in one survey assessment. A more effective approach would have been to have a 

brief, consistent survey at the end of each courageous conversation engagement. This 

approach would have provided a more ‘real-time’ response tailored to the current subject 

matter of each video in the series. For example, a survey at the end of the White Privilege 

conversational engagement might have produced different responses when compared to 

the Beloved Community conversational engagement. 

Finally, another limitation in my methodology was the absence of a disciplined 

spiritual formation apparatus for the group. Group prayer was an essential part of the 

conversational engagement. Each meeting began and ended with prayer. In addition to 

prayer, scriptural texts were presented throughout the conversational engagements that 

addressed racial or ethnic discourse. Unfortunately, I did not pay enough attention to this 

every important aspect. Part of the United Methodist Church’s Vital Conversation video 

series was to use a candle to represent the presence of the Holy Spirit. Even though I 

made a candle available, I neglected to light it during any of the conversational meetings. 

It is easy to excuse this aspect as a simple oversight, especially when considering my 

other responsibilities. I was behind the video recording, taking observation notes, and 

facilitating dialogue. As a result, I simply neglected this aspect of the research project. As 

a means of personal reflection, my negligence with the candle highlights the tension 

encountered by pastors who struggle to find balance with the work of the Spirit and the 

work of man. Quite often ministers get busy with logistical and organization matters at 

the expense of spirituality. 
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One of my research goals was to determine if small groups were a viable spiritual 

option. My research suggests that participants would have benefited from greater 

scriptural authority and pastoral care. I am a pastor and preacher at heart, and in my 

attempt to remain a facilitator and researcher, I unfortunately missed an opportunity for 

spiritual formation. Spiritual disciplines like fasting, group meditation, and biblical 

exegesis would have grounded the group in Spirit and truth. One-third of the group 

responded to the survey question about the use of spiritual disciplines was answered as 

satisfactory. Considering the context of the subject matter, I would have like to see a 

response in the excellent category. There was an excellent response to “feeling the Spirit 

in the dynamics of the group”, which is great but very subjective. Less than ten percent 

responded with “excellence” in spiritual disciplines, which is a more tangible 

measurement of spiritual engagement. See Figure 3 below. 

 

 

 

[This space is intentionally left blank] 
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Figure 3: Incorporation of Spiritual Disciplines 

 

Strengths of My Research 

There are three observable strengths of my methodology. The first strength is in 

the protection of individual privacy. As previously stated, discussions about race and 

racial discourse can only be well-researched when participants trust the process and one 

another. In the Language of Healing for a Polarized Nation, Arnita Taylor persuasively 

argues that trust is a major component in the language of healing, but not all trust is 
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created equal2. Arnita Taylor references John Townsend, author of Beyond Boundaries,3 

in defining two types of trust. One type of trust is functional, meaning trust based upon 

someone being dependable. For example, co-workers may not agree on complex issues 

but can still work together because they trust each worker to do their part. The second 

trust is relational, which refers to how safe it is to be vulnerable with others. Relational 

trust is built upon a bond that moves beyond function. 

Protecting individual anonymity in the research survey and group conversations 

was important to create a safe space. The highest and most consistent survey response 

was the question concerning the respectful privacy of the focus group. During the first 

courageous conversation engagement, I provided each participant with a Courageous 

Conversation Group Covenant form. It was important to both the relationships of the 

group participants and the research itself to be built upon mutual respect and trust. Every 

participant read through the covenant, asked any questions about privacy, then all signed 

the covenant agreement. See Appendix D.  

During the last conversational engagement, each participant was provided with a 

final survey. Several of the questions in the survey directly addressed the goal of safe 

space. Every participant responded with an ‘excellent’ on this question. By the last 

conversational engagement, it was evident that a high degree of relational trust was being 

 
2 Wayne Jacobsen, Arnita Willis Taylor, and Robert L. Prater, A Language of Healing 

for a Polarized Nation, (Worrington, WY: Blue Sheep Media, 2019), 67. 

 
3 Dr. Robert Townsend, Beyond Boundaries: Learning to Trust Again, (Grand 

Rapids, MI, Zondervan, 2011). 
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forged together. Some participants asked for the group to find a way to continue meet. 

Others sought to discover meaningful ways for this research group to be reproduced 

within their respective congregations. See Figure 4 below. 

 

 

Figure 4. Absence of Participant Hidden Agendas 

 

Aside from the survey response and the group covenant agreement, I reminded 

the participants on a weekly basis of our commitment to respecting participants’ privacy. 

One of the goals of this project was to see if small groups can function as safe spaces for 

racial discourse. It is clear from this research project that this goal was accomplished. 

The second strength to my methodology was the use of personal journals. Each 

participant was provided a journal to make notes during the conversational engagement 

or at other times of reflection. Since the courageous conversations were scheduled for 
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ninety minutes, there might be instances when a person did not have time to share their 

respective thoughts during the group engagement, or they may have been reluctant to 

share within the group. As a result, the journals provided an additional opportunity for 

participants to communicate reflections privately. Forty percent of the group participants 

opted to share reflections in their journals, with several participants opting to share 

extensive reflections. By extensive, I mean well-thought reflections written in paragraph 

form. For example, one participant transcribed reflections in their journals to Word 

documents in the order of ten to fifteen pages. Most, however, shared their personal 

reflections in paragraph form. The journals allowed participants to demonstrate a 

surprising level of vulnerability because they delved beyond surface conversations 

typically experienced in racial discourse. I have included some reflections noted in the 

journals in this chapter.  

A third strength of my research involved my role and relationship with the 

participants within the research group. As a leader within this fellowship of churches for 

twenty-five years, I was afforded a considerable degree of respect. Eighty percent of the 

participants in the group had been a member in my ministry. Therefore, there was a 

strong relational component, built upon years of trust, that existed between the group 

participants and me as the participant-observer. For this reason alone, all the participants 

sought to engage this research with great intention and integrity. While there was 

certainly room for confirmation bias based upon my relationship with the participants in 

the group, parameters set by me as the participant-observer attempted to circumvent this 

dynamic. Feedback from some participants demonstrated as much when they requested 



60 
 

 

that I function more in the role of their traditional pastor/leader, opting to exert my 

influence on the group.  

Analysis of the Data 

The data collection, coding process, and analysis were completed after the fourth 

conversational engagement. Group discussions were transcribed and coded to search for 

repetitive topics and words emanating from the project participants’ conversation. See 

Appendix G for selected focus group comments. See Appendix F for survey responses. 

Macro Observations: The Tip of the Iceberg 

See Figure 5 below.4 

 

Figure 5. Visible and Invisible Components of Racial Discourse 

 
4 Figure 5 is presented in color. 
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Conversation 1: Meaningful Conversations About Race 

In the first courageous conversation, twelve of the fifteen participants attended. 

After a welcome, prayer, explanation of the series and signing of the Covenant 

Agreement, the group watched the first video in the Vital Conversations series, entitled, 

Meaningful Conversations About Race. This video was chosen because of the video’s 

introductory content. All participants arrived early and were eager to begin the project. 

After viewing the first video, group discussion began to answer the questions provided 

with the Vital Conversation material. The discussions aligned with the discussion 

questions and participant behavior was congenial. 

Conversation 2: Deconstructing White Privilege 

In the second courageous conversation, emotions were heightened. White 

participants were humbly receptive to engage in dialogue; however, they were also 

visibly and ostensibly concerned. The title of this conversation, alone, was enough to 

bring some level of anxiety into the group. The Deconstructing White Privilege 

conversation had the potential to extend well beyond the ninety-minute deadline. This 

was the only courageous conversation that really pushed our time constraints. In fact, the 

group took on a life within itself.  

After we officially concluded the group gathering, the real conversations began. I 

witnessed several dynamics at the conclusion of the group. First, all participants remained 

behind for further discussions. Some participants remained after the group discussion to 

check in with one another. Participants made a conscious decision to get a feel for how 

other participants were feeling about the thoughts and opinions expressed during the 
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group. Some sought clarity about statements made during the group, and others sought to 

clarify their own expressions. In short, there was an overall sense of clarity and closure 

each participant felt was necessary.  

Secondly, participants then unconsciously began to segregate into their respective 

racial identity. Black participants huddled with other black participants and white 

participants huddled with other white participants. As the researcher, I was not privy to 

all the micro-conversations that were taking place, but I was able to identify the racial 

segregation of the group itself.  

Thirdly, participants then sought private conversations with me. Several black 

participants pulled me aside and asked what I thought about the conversational 

engagement that day. My response simply stated my desire to remain neutral as the 

observer, and they respectively allowed me to do so. My desire to remain neutral, 

however, was then challenged when a white participant asked to speak with me privately. 

My response was the same, but this participant had succumbed to emotional overload. 

They were weeping and deeply concerned about their experience that day. This 

participant shared their apprehension and subtle fear concerning the physical presence 

and strong opinion of a black participant in the group. As we talked privately, this 

participant also shared the political tension that is quite often linked to race in America. 

Their deep political views about current President Donald Trump and former President 

Barack Obama were expressed with emotion. This conversation exposed the undercurrent 

of deep racial tension that was flowing under the surface of our courageous conversation. 
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Below the surface of all four conversational engagements was this strong current of racial 

discourse related to the past two Presidents of the United States. 

This white participant also exposed another level of racial discourse that was 

below the surface that was deeply personal. This participant disclosed past personal racial 

hurts in their respective life, going to back to childhood. Others in the group (mainly 

black participants) would later disclose similar life experiences about racial experiences. 

As the researcher, I noticed that white participants were reluctant to share racial hurts 

because as one participant noted: “I am a white person in America, and white people are 

not supposed to have racial hurts because historically white persons are the perpetrators. 

What do I look like complaining about my racial problems? So, I just keep them to 

myself.”  

Conversation 3: Continued Struggles in Race Relations 

In the third courageous conversation, Continued Struggles in Race Relations, all 

the participants returned with optimism. The title of this third conversation, Continued 

Struggles in Race Relations, was appropriate. The optimism of the initial engagement, 

followed by the conversation on white privilege, showed the group that the struggle with 

race in America is real, but more importantly the willingness and ability to talk about race 

is even more challenging than expected. This conversational engagement revealed the 

tension of speaking up or remaining silent, especially considering the dynamics of the 

previous week. 

The third conversation revealed a very important dynamic about groups. One 

participant illuminated this dynamic by stating upfront at the beginning of the group: 
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“Last week was tough. I am so glad we all chose to come back this week.” There were 

two white participants and one black participant who had missed the previous week’s 

conversation concerning white privilege, so, they could not fully appreciate the words 

spoken by this participant. As the researcher, I was so encouraged to see the white 

participant with whom I had spoken privately the week prior return the following week. 

More importantly, this participant returned to the group grateful for the experience of the 

previous week. This is reconciliation. At the heart of reconciliation is the willingness to 

be humble, vulnerable, and persistent. In just two group meetings, the identity of the 

group was becoming established. They were engaged in this group to work together, and 

this meant overcoming individual challenges for the sake of the group. Returning the next 

week with the intention to listen and learn again was at the heart of this group meeting. 

Conversation 4: The Beloved Community 

The final courageous conversation, The Beloved Community, was by far the most 

engaging group conversation. The group was just beginning to gain momentum as it 

ended. Many participants expressed their desire to continue meeting and/or engaging with 

one another in the future. Some also expressed their interest in seeing this kind of group 

dynamic replicated in their respective congregations.  

Micro Observations: Just Beneath the Surface 

The Word ‘Racists’ Troubles the Waters 

One of the tragic challenges about racial discourse is the assumption that 

discussions are based upon agreed upon terms. For example, what is the definition of 

racism? How does one define a racist person? What does racist behavior look like? White 
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persons do not like to be called, labeled, or even hinted as racist. This becomes 

problematic in conversation because black persons tend to call and/or refer anything 

concerning color as racism or racist. As one can imagine, being called a racist directly or 

indirectly does not lead to reconciliatory dialogue. In a journal entry by a white 

participant, they shared:  

I’ve been thinking a lot about racism. I think a lot of times a judgement of 

racism is made when it is not racism… It might be a lot of other things 

such as insensitivity, poor choice of words or ignorance. False allegations 

of racism are hurtful and stifle open discussions. Must racism be 

intentional to be racism? If it has the appearance of racism, but the heart is 

pure, is that racism? Is ignorance racism? Can good intentions be racist? 

We should not be too quick to say, ‘yes.’5 

 

This participant demonstrates the meaningful, yet persistent battle to avoid the label of 

racism. At the beginning of the research project, it was imperative that we establish a 

clear definition of racism/racist. Black people experience any affront to racial 

discriminatory behavior as racist, even when prejudice, bigotry, and bias for example are 

better terms. Whites generally reserve the term ‘racism’ to encompass the most extremes 

cases of racial discourse, such as killings by the KKK and the violence of white 

supremacy. My research affirmed that language is vital to healthy dialogue.  

While my goal was to remain in the role of facilitator and observer, I had to 

interject consistent reminders of the use of language and words. During each of the four 

conversational engagements, our definition of racism was reviewed. Without consistent 

redefining of racism or racist, the group would have derailed as white participants 

 
5 Project Participant, Member of Atlanta Fellowship, 29 October 2019, journal 

reflection. 
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disengaged and became increasing silent. Focusing on the definition of this bad word also 

afforded black participants to see other behaviors such a prejudice, bias, and bigotry as 

valid experiences as well.  

The Riptide of Politics in Racial Division 

A riptide is a very strong tidal flow of water that can pull people in the wrong 

direction. To survive a riptide, swimmers are cautioned to avoid swimming against the 

current and to go with the flow. Otherwise, a swimmer will get exhausted battling the 

strong current of the riptide. Politics is a riptide to the racial dialogue in America. It 

might even be a more challenging topic to engage than race.  

In my research, the subject of politics was rarely being mentioned within the 

group conversations. It was clear that all participants, regardless of race, attempted to 

avoid politics altogether. Politics, however, almost unanimously came up frequently in 

personal interviews. The Trump presidency was clearly a hot button that fueled racial 

tension outside the group gatherings. The goal of this research was to break the silence in 

racial discourse. I cannot overstate the pervasive influence of the political climate upon 

all participants’ psyches. There were moments within the group discussion where it 

seemed politics would emerge from the conversation, but participants were very careful 

to avoid this conversational landmine. Again, this was not the case in private interviews. 

One personal interview was so embedded with political discourse, I felt it necessary to 

express their respective biblical hermeneutics on Kingdom politics. The potential for 

Courageous Conversations about politics and the Kingdom of God will be discussed 

briefly in Chapter 5. 
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Silence Is so Loud 

Impression management is the tendency of people to present themselves to others 

in the most favorable light. As such, impression management plays a major role in 

preventing honest discussion concerning complex topics such as racial discourse. 

Impression management is the primary reason people become silent in tough 

conversations. You can enter a room of racially diverse people who are engaging one 

another socially, insert a conversation about race and the room will immediately shut 

down. As stated in chapter one, silence is the response and the problem. Studies suggest 

that people of color appear more willing to bear witness to their racial thoughts and 

experiences because they are such an intimate part of their identities. White participants 

are less inclined to engage in racial discourse for four reasons all surrounding fear: the 

fear of appearing racist, the fear of realizing their racism, the fear of confronting white 

privilege, and the fear of taking personal responsibility to end racism.6 

People of color find conversations about race difficult because they are placed in 

an unenviable position of determining how to talk about the complexities of race. This 

dynamic increases the silence, especially when white counterparts avoid acknowledging 

racial problems. Furthermore, people of color must also navigate the denial, 

defensiveness, and anxiety from their white counterparts, coupled with the management 

of anger and frustration.7 For white Americans, the greatest obstacle to honest racial 

 
6 Sue, Race Talk, 30-33. 

 
7 Ibid., 33. 
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discourse is to make the invisible visible; which is how silence allows them to maintain a 

false belief in their own racial innocence, avoid personal blame for oppression of others, 

and dodge responsibility to combat racism and oppression.8 

Even after being fully aware that group participants were engaging in courageous 

conversations about race, racism, and reconciliation, even after showing up for four 

weeks, even after signing the group covenant; each participant’s initial natural response 

was to be quasi-silent. Silence about race in America is very challenging, but there is 

some good news about silence. Silence also implies that people are considerate of other’s 

perspective. People will choose to be silent for the fear of saying the wrong thing, but 

they will also choose to be silent for not saying the right thing as well.  

When in mixed company, especially casual acquaintances or strangers, people 

attempt to manage images that others have of them. Social psychologists believe there are 

three types of selves that we try to project to others using self-preservation techniques: 

The first is the authentic self, which is the image we project that is real and consistent 

with the way we view ourselves. This image is known and shared with family members 

and close friends. The authentic self contains a person’s honest beliefs, attitudes, and 

feelings. This is also the self that contains personal secrets that others may not understand 

and appreciate, thus creating the risk of causing problems.  

The second image is the ideal self. This is the public image of ourselves that is 

consistent with the way we wish we were. When conversations around race occur, white 

 
8 Ibid., 34. 
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people will be very careful about what they say and how they say it for the fear of being 

misunderstood and mistaken as a racist. My study revealed that most of the white 

participants, at some point, struggled with this image, especially when confronted with 

the possibility that some of their behavior in the past might have been interpreted as 

being racist. 

The third image is the tactical self. The tactical self is the image that we hope to 

portray that is both positive and favorable to either our authentic self or ideal self when 

using self-presentation techniques. Depending upon the situation, social setting, public 

forum or classroom any of these roles can be played. The first courageous conversational 

engagement, for both white and black participants, consisted primarily of participants 

presenting their tactical selves. As the research project progressed from week to week, 

most participants began to present their ideal self. This was evident when participants 

attempted to highlight their positive actions and attributes in the larger racial narrative. If 

the group could have continued for several more weeks, it is my assumption that most, if 

not all the participants, would have eventually arrived at the authentic self. 

Researcher Observations: Deep Waters 

White Flight, Black Fight.  

Generally, white flight occurs when persons of color move into a community, 

white persons view this phenomenon as a decline in the community, and as a result, white 

residents begin to move. After the first white persons move, momentum builds as 

increasing angst of perception that the neighborhood is in decline. Eventually, the 

community becomes predominantly black.  
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This group has been part of a larger fellowship of churches in Atlanta where this 

dynamic took place in regional congregations. Several group participants, black and 

white, recalled this dynamic in all four conversations regardless of the topic of the day. 

Black fight is the term I coined to define the gut response when blacks experience white 

flight. In short, black people become angry because of the disinterest of white persons 

and the fear of their presence. In this research, subtle movements of white flight and 

black fight were apparent. During some of the more challenging issues on race, I noticed 

some white participants move from the group in terms of their physical body and their 

engagement in the group. This was evident through their silence and the retreat of their 

respective physical bodies in their chairs. Blacks demonstrated signs of black fight. As 

some white participants leaned back in their chairs, black participants leaned into the 

conversation with some degree of agitation and frustration. At times, black participant 

frustration became directed at white participants in the room, even if they were not 

personally responsible for black experiences. In other words, white participants began to 

embody “all white persons of the past,” giving black frustration an opportunity to unfold. 

Perhaps, black persons were not able to address their past racial pains because there were 

no persons at whom to direct their respective frustrations. As a result, black persons 

internalized that pain, only to let it out upon some white participants within the group. 

White participants would then become more silent, which led to increased black anger, an 

irreconcilable cycle. With scapegoats, sin/pain must be distributed to someone for 

reconciliation to occur. When white participants leaned into the conversations, listening 

to black frustration, conversations prevailed, and there was a breakthrough in the silence. 
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Black Reluctance 

At the conclusion of each video, there was intentional time and space provided to 

begin the group discussion questions. In the first three of the courageous conversations, it 

appeared that the black participants waited for the white participants to begin the 

discussion. This was a surprising and unexpected observation. As a black person, I 

assumed that the black participants would be eager to engage in this dialogical 

engagement on race. I was correct in their eagerness but surprised at their reluctance to 

start the conversation. As a researcher, I questioned whether the black participants were 

awaiting permission to speak or if they were just being courteous to the white 

participants. When this dynamic presented itself in three consecutive conversations, it 

compelled me to take note. No further insights arose aside from capturing this dynamic 

for future research.  

Competent and Compassionate Leadership 

As the facilitator of the conversations, I was careful to avoid undue influence 

upon the group conversations. During the White Privilege conversation, I intentionally 

inserted my thoughts as a church leader because I viewed the dynamics of the group 

escalating emotionally. Later, one of the participants emailed me this response: “I 

appreciate you assuming a leadership/ministerial role into the group today. It was helpful 

to express your spiritual perspective and hope because this is what the group needed 

today.”9 There was concern from this participant that the group was acquiescing to strong 

personalities and deeply held personal opinions. 

 
9 Participant John Smith “not participant’s real name”. 
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In the previous situation, I felt the need to step beyond my role as facilitator and 

to serve this participant with pastoral care. As the researcher, my intent was to remain 

unbiased; therefore, my personal thoughts were limited within the group. Future group 

engagements would need to have leaders who function in a dual role of facilitator and 

pastoral care provider.  

On at least two occasions, I needed to insert my thoughts to keep the group 

moving in one direction (focus based upon topic). Failure to do so would steer the group 

into the same conversation from week after week. Each week there needed to be slight 

nudges toward the topic of the day. As the participant observer, I was overwhelmed with 

the depth of responsibility for the group organization and adherence to the Covenant 

Agreement signed by each participant. Like military rules of engagement, this simple 

agreement provided clarity and unity for the group. A repetitive reminder of our covenant 

throughout each conversational engagement was necessary to achieve stated goals of 

creating a safe space. 

Personal Interviews and Journals: Deeper Still 

The use of personal journals was revealing. The personal journals allowed time 

and space for participants to reflect and negotiate the thoughts of their ideal self and 

authentic self. The depth of vulnerability expressed within the journals demonstrated the 

thoughtfulness and struggles that take place in the hearts and minds of the participants. 

This level of vulnerability is aspirational and only warranted after a group has engaged in 

conversations already built upon a high degree of trust. The journals provided me a depth 

of insight beyond some of the superficial dialogue within the courageous conversational 
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engagements. I described one journal entry above in discussing the word “racists.” Below 

is another example reflection in a personal journal. It describes a conversation that took 

place between two participants after a group session. Jacob (not his real name) writes:  

I had a private conversation with Rachel (black female, not her real name). 

During our group session, she acknowledged that many blacks act differently 

around whites than when around other blacks. I wanted to explore this further. I 

perhaps awkwardly tried to ask about inner-city blacks by saying “blacks in the 

ghetto.” She said this was a racist statement. I apologized and said it was not 

intentionally racist. She had said blacks could “turn it on and off,” meaning how 

they speak to whites and blacks. I was attempting to point out what I consider to 

be a problem with Ebonics that hinder success in the workplace and economic 

self-sufficiency. Unfortunately, I was not able to make my point. It is very painful 

to be told you’ve said something perceived to be racist.10 

 

This journal entry demonstrates the depth and complexity of the conversations we have 

with others, in a group, and privately in our own minds. It is vital to note that 

conversations in a person’s mind are always present in a group as well. Courageous 

conversations must have a degree of self-reflection. 

 
10 Participant journal entry. 
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CHAPTER 5  

ON EARTH AS IT IS IN HEAVEN 

 

This, then, is how you should pray: Our Father in heaven, hallowed be 

your name, your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in 

heaven. 

Matt 6:9-10 (NIV) 

 

After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no 

one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, 

standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb. They were 

wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their hands. 

Rev 7:9 (NIV) 

  

The inability for black and white Christians to engage in courageous and 

meaningful dialogue about race, racism, and reconciliation is problematic but not 

impossible. The process of researching racial discourse in a Christian community 

unveiled the depth to which people find comfort in silence. The journal reflections, 

survey responses, personal interviews, visceral reactions in a group setting, feedback, and 

comments demonstrated a depth of silence that was surprising but not insurmountable. It 

might seem insurmountable, especially if we pay attention to the news headlines. I am 

completing this final chapter in a very divided time in our nation.1  

 Proverbs 20:5 says, “The purposes of a man's heart are deep waters, but a man of 

understanding draws them out.” As the researcher, I experienced a great deal of joy and 

 
1 Currently, there is the national conversation covering the Impeachment Trial of 

President Donald Trump, which hints at the undercurrent of race.  
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hope in being able to serve in the role as the facilitator of this project. Having the 

opportunity to draw out reconciliation within the hearts of the participants in this study 

has been rewarding. The stated goal of my project was to determine if small groups 

would be a safe, spiritual, and strategic means of addressing racial discourse. My analysis 

and conclusions affirm the effective use of small groups to embrace courageous 

conversations that can transform individuals and communities of faith. It might, however, 

look different on various organizational levels.  

In this chapter, I highlight three key observations that lead me to the conclusions 

in this study. In addition, I also show the impact of this study on three organizational 

levels: Bridge Pointe Church, the Atlanta Fellowship of Churches, and the global 

International Churches of Christ. Lastly, I provide some thoughts on future research in 

racial discourse. 

Conclusions of the Courageous Conversations Study 

Stories Change the World 

“There’s always room for a story that can transport people to another place.”  

- J.K. Rowling 

 

The most interesting conclusion from this group research was the natural and 

unconscious expression of storytelling. Conversations are enlivened and validated by 

means of allowing people to express their experiences through personal narratives. 

Almost every participant engaged the Courageous Conversations by telling a story from 

personal experience. Most of the stories evolved around family of origin narratives. As an 

example, one participant shared the same personal story about a racial problem within the 
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larger fellowship of churches four times throughout the group engagement. It was clear to 

the group that this participant’s story became the hermeneutic for how she experienced 

every racial encounter within the church. 

According to Matthew Dicks, in Storyworthy, storytelling is true stories told by 

the people who have lived them. Personal narratives are different from traditional fables 

and folktales, both of which do not create the same level of connection between 

storyteller and audience as a personal story because they do not require vulnerability. The 

stories told by the participants in my research group were demonstratively personal 

narratives embedded with incredible vulnerability.2 The honesty and transparency of the 

participants were the key to making this group dynamic. Matthew Dick goes on to say, 

“People want the kind of story that makes them [audience] fall in love with the 

storyteller.”3 During each conversational engagement, some participants shared racial 

experiences that went back to childhood. Several participants prefaced their stories by 

saying something like the following, “Bear with me, I have never really told anyone this 

about me.”  

Additionally, Ty Bennett in The Power of Storytelling says there is a sequence to 

telling stories that influence others4: 

 
2 Matthew Dicks, Storyworthy: Engage, Teach, Persuade and Change Your Life 

Through the Power of Storytelling, (Novato: CA, New World Library,2018), 25. 

 
3 Ibid., 26. 

 
4 Ty Bennett, The Power of Storytelling: The Art of Influential Communication, 

(American Fork, UT: Sound Concepts, Inc., 2013), 831-85. 
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1) The Setup: Very quickly, the storyteller provides context, sets the scene, and 

introduces the characters. 

2) The Struggle: Next, the storyteller introduces the conflict or confrontation 

which grabs the listener’s attention. 

3) The Solution: The solution to overcome the struggle may be an idea, a 

strategy, or a product, and whoever or whatever provides the solution 

becomes the hero of the story. 

 

The scope of this research project does not allow me to elaborate on this observation. In 

retrospect, if I were at the beginning of developing my research, I would be interested in 

pursuing the impact of storytelling on racial discourse. After careful analysis, I also 

observed how participants shared their respective stories in the manner Bennett outlined 

above. In addition to personal narratives, the group also became a story in and of itself—

a group narrative. At the conclusion of this research, it was obvious that the group wanted 

to continue their new narrative by bringing other characters (churches) into this larger 

narrative. 

The Transformative Power of Science and Spirit  

The second observation highlights the dynamics of small groups. There is a 

plethora of research and information on the transformative power of groups. Here, I will 

identify two unique aspects: science and Spirit. Let me begin with the science aspect. 

Humans have something in our brains called mirror neurons. Mirror neurons allow us to 

experience, feel and understand other people’s intentions, actions, and emotions. 

Scientific research has shown that mirror neurons function to help us feel empathy and 

intuition with other people.5 As storytellers, we can activate the mirror neurons of our 

 
5 Bennett, The Power of Storytelling, 45. 
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listeners so that they begin to experience the story as their own. This is an important 

aspect because when people experience others’ stories as their own, they will absorb it, 

adopt it, and become much more interested in a person and their respective objectives.6 

Leveraging technology, such as video conferencing, allows people to meet over 

great distances, but there is something powerful about sharing the same time and physical 

space with others. Gathering in a room with a small group of individuals dialoguing 

about racial issues is transformative. The ability to see tears, feel the tension in the room, 

and to give hugs at the end of a conversational engagement is therapeutic. Physical 

contact, such as a warm embrace, with others to whom you have struggled to listen and 

talk to for ninety minutes is incredibly transformative. In short, physical proximity is 

necessary because it is reconciliation manifested in physical form. Science supports this 

theory. 

From a spiritual perspective, Christians believe in the presence of the Holy Spirit 

and the power of the Spirit to bring about peace and reconciliation. The power of a group 

cannot be underestimated. Gathering a group of people in the same place with a unified 

purpose under the power of the Holy Spirit is also transformative. Paul encourages the 

Ephesians to make every effort to the keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of 

peace. Paul does not teach us to create unity but rather to maintain it because apparently 

the Spirit equals unity. In our group, I witnessed both Spirit and science at work, and at 

times, it was difficult to discern the difference. Sixty percent the group participants felt 

 
6 Ibid.  



79 

 

 
 

the involvement of the Holy Spirit in the dynamics of the group. How and what this 

means is difficult to categorize simply because the Holy Spirit is mysterious. Often, we 

can only acknowledge the work of the Spirit retrospectively, rather than in the moment. 

See Figure 6 below. 

 

Figure 6: Holy Spirit Involvement in the Group 

Emergence of Culture as a Better Conversational Fulcrum  

A fulcrum is a pivot point that plays an essential role in maintaining balance. This 

research project demonstrated that conversations about culture are more effective than 

conversations about race in terms of engagements with blacks and white persons. 

Unfortunately, most people cannot adequately define and explain the impact of culture. 

Yet, culture serves as a means of facilitating difficult dialogue. Quite often what people 
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label as racism or racist behavior is really a form of a cultural narrative. Culture includes 

race, but race does not always include culture.  

Culture is a socially learned system of knowledge and behavioral patterns shared 

by a certain group of people.7 In other words, culture is a set of shared attitudes, 

expressions, values, and beliefs that characterize institutions, organizations and groups of 

people.  

Impact of Study 

Researcher 

As the researcher and participant-observer, I experienced an unexpected degree of 

healing. The ability to listen to longtime church members discuss racial sins of the past 

was therapeutic. In particular, the white participants were willing to address issues like 

white flight within the church. In my twenty-six years of service to this church 

association, this was the first time the dynamic of white flight was acknowledged and 

condemned as divisive behavior.  

During my research phase of this project, I was invited to facilitate a Courageous 

Conversation Workshop with a large, multiracial, multicultural congregation located in 

Los Angeles. One of the participants in the workshop was a highly accomplished African 

American physician, Dr. Calvin Johnson. The impact of the workshop on Dr. Johnson 

had both short-term and long-term implications. With Dr. Johnson’s permission, he 

 
7 Jim Lo, International Diversity: Creating Cross-Cultural Ministry Relationships 

(Indianapolis, IN: Wesleyan Publishing House, 2002), 23. 
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disclosed some of his personal struggles with race, thereby suggesting some additional 

research for me in the future. This future research would be in the area of race-based 

trauma. After briefly reviewing some articles8 Dr. Johnson provided for me, I concluded 

that not only should this be an area of future research but also a means for personal 

reflection on my part.  

Bridge Pointe Church 

As the Senior Pastor of Bridge Pointe Church, I was also able to see race from a 

different perspective. As mentioned in chapter one, BPC is predominantly a black 

congregation. There were, however, two white participants in this focus group from BPC. 

Being able to listen to their respective journey as minorities in our church was 

enlightening. Rarely do I experience conversations with white persons who experience 

themselves as minorities, especially within a Christian congregation.  

Bridge Pointe Church is located less than one mile from North River, the largest 

of the six churches within our Atlanta fellowship. Sixty percent of the participants in this 

 
8 Calvin Johnson, MD; Dept. of Anesthesiology Cedars Sinai Medical Center; 

Diplomate, American Board of Anesthesiology and Professor of Anesthesiology USC 

School Medicine; Los Angeles, CA.; Robert T. Carter, Racism and Psychological and 

Emotional Injury: Recognizing and Assessing Race-Based Traumatic Stress; 

Published January 1, 2007 Research Article Volume: 35 issue: 1, page(s): 13-105 ; 

Teachers College Columbia University RT Carter, S Mazzula, R Victoria , Initial 

development of the Race-Based Traumatic Stress Symptom Scale: Assessing the 

emotional impact of racism. Practice, and Policy, 2013 - psycnet.apa.org.  In RT Carter, 

(Ed.), Handbook of racial-cultural psychology and counseling: Theory and research, (Vol 

1, pp. 41–63). Hoboken, NJ:  Wiley, Racism as a stressor for African Americans: A 

biopsychosocial model. American Psychologist, 54, 805–816; Uncovering the Trauma of 

Racism https://www.apa.org/pubs/highlights/spotlight/issue-128  (February 2019). 

 

https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=oTUTkbUAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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research study are members of Bridge Pointe Church or North River Church. During my 

research, BPC still experienced the demographic challenge of pursuing racial diversity. 

Since we are part of a global fellowship, members move to Atlanta regularly, seeking to 

place membership in our Atlanta fellowship of churches. Most often, given the choice 

between Bridge Pointe Church and North River, white members routinely opt to place 

membership at North River. Conversations with these potential members consistently fall 

along their desire to be members of a racially diverse church. Lately, this expression of 

membership has included black members as well. I present this church dynamic to 

demonstrate how conversations concerning racial discourse and experiences remain 

within the fellowship of our churches in Atlanta.  

Atlanta Fellowship 

The gathering of this focus group has the potential to serve as yeast within our 

Atlanta Fellowship of Churches, at least those churches who participated. At the 

conclusion of the study, each participant was eager to pursue next steps within our 

fellowship. Bridge Pointe and North River hosted a weekend workshop on Race and 

Culture for the Martin Luther King, Jr. weekend in January 2020. Leaders from all six 

congregations were invited for a Friday night conversational engagement on the impact 

of Race/Culture within our respective congregations. On Saturday, small group leaders 

from the Atlanta Fellowship were invited to an all-day workshop, which expanded the 

conversation from Friday night. The importance of this kind of engagement underscores 

the recognition of silence on racial issues, along with the intention to seek reconciliatory 

conversations and action steps. As the researcher and longtime member of this 
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fellowship, I am optimistic. During the MLK weekend event, I was able to break my own 

silence and disclose personal thoughts on how our Atlanta fellowship can engage in racial 

discourse impacting our faith community. 

International Church of Christ Global Fellowship 

As previously mentioned, Bridge Pointe Church is associated with a larger, global 

fellowship. Aside from pastoring Bridge Pointe Church, I also serve on the International 

Diversity Team for our global fellowship. This team consists of passionate and competent 

Christian leaders who intentionally engage in race, ethnicity, and cultural dynamics 

within a global fellowship of churches. The International Diversity Team has a mission to 

educate ministry leaders and disciples through biblical and practical training so that our 

fellowship of churches will imitate the impact of our Lord Jesus Christ, who broke 

through barriers of racial and cultural hostility with his sacrifice on the cross. 

In July of 2020, the ICOC will host a global Vision conference in Orlando, 

Florida. The anticipated attendance will be around 25,000 disciples of Jesus from all over 

the world. One of the main sections of this conference will include a one-day workshop 

focusing on the need to address racial, cultural and tribal diversity around the world. This 

research has the potential to provide another voice in the conversation and curriculum of 

our larger fellowship. 

 

 

Breaking the Silence: Where do we go from here? 

Courageous Conversations Curriculum 
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This research project was based upon the Vital Conversations program of the 

General Commission on Religion and Race, which is a product of the United Methodist 

Church. Their stated mission is the following:  

The General Commission on Religion and Race creates forums and resources, 

such as the award-wining Vital Conversations Video Series, to encourage 

authenticity and invite people into dialogue about tough topics that threaten to 

divide and damage the Body of Christ and the things that bind us together and 

strengthen us. Congregations, annual conferences, and regional and 

denomination-wide groups look to GCORR to facilitate, resource, guide and 

support discussions on how to move the United Methodist Church from 

ineffectiveness to efficacy, from systemic inequity to justice, and from mistrust to 

courageous, positive action in the name of the Christ our Savior. GCORR is 

working as a catalyst by convening small groups of leaders from throughout the 

connection to incubate ideas and best practices on authentic community-building 

in response to our most challenging social concerns in the church and world. By 

2024, we hope to support the convening of over 1000 groups where leaders can 

talk about their ministry, what keeps them apart from their neighbors and possible 

partners, and how to begin working creatively to address the things that keep us 

divided, oppressed and stuck9. 

 

The goal of this research was to determine if small group conversations are safe, spiritual, 

and strategic in bringing about reconciliation and advancing the Kingdom of God in this 

world. By following the outline of four GCORR videos, I was able to confirm that these 

goals can be successfully be achieved. I have presented this material to our International 

Diversity Team, with the intention to create a curriculum for church leaders. I envision a 

certified curriculum program designed in the form of train-the-trainer. Training church 

leaders to be courageous in racial dialogue could potentially lead into other complex 

conversations such as politics and gender.  

 
9 UMC Great Commission on Religion and Race, “Vital Conversations #4,” 

http://www.gcorr.org/vital-conversations-4/ (accessed January 7, 2020.) 



85 

 

 
 

Courageous Immersion Pilgrimages 

As a pastor, I have been on two separate pilgrimages to the Holy Land and one 

pilgrimage following the missionary travels of the Apostle Paul. Both trips allowed me to 

experience first-hand places of the past. In the future, I envision creating the same kind of 

experience in America. The goal is to expand racial discourse by journeying together. 

Throughout Germany, statues and epitaphs of the holocaust line the public square. These 

symbols are intentional reminders of the horrific behaviors of the past and constructed to 

inspire a reconciliatory future.  

In the Unites States, many of our monuments serve as reminders of the brutality 

of American slavery as they align the public square. Unfortunately, they tell one side of 

the story. Another side of the story, the African side, typically remains isolated in 

museums hidden from public view. Only persons intentionally seeking to immerse 

themselves in the African American past benefit from such places as the Legacy Museum 

in Montgomery, Alabama; the National Center for Civil and Human Rights in Atlanta, 

Georgia; the Tuskegee Human and Civil Rights Multicultural Center in Tuskegee, 

Alabama; The Civil Rights Museum in Memphis, Tennessee; and the National Museum 

of African American History in Washington, DC. Nowadays, there are opportunities to 

bring black and white persons together on an immersion journey. Please see the example 

of Project Pilgrimage10 in Appendix H. At the writing of this research, BPC is planning 

 
10 Project Pilgrimage, https://projectpilgrimage.org/pilgrimage/ (Accessed January 7, 

2020) 
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an immersion pilgrimage with North River Church to visit and reflect upon some of the 

monuments listed above.11 

Courageous Conversation Partnerships 

If you watch the news it is easy to become discouraged. There is, however, some 

good news concerning racial discourse in America. Small movements of faith are 

pioneering ways to dialogue with one another along racial lines. I will briefly highlight 

two here, both of which I have engaged during this research. 

OneRace Movement 

OneRace Movement is a movement of covenant partners who through prayer and 

fasting, relationship and collaboration, exists to displace the spirit of racism and release a 

movement of racial reconciliation across Atlanta, the Southeast, and the nation. God 

desires a young adult movement that will counter the tide of racial division in our city 

and nation. Individuals and congregations can sign the Atlanta Covenant and partner with 

this young adult movement.  

OneRace facilitates gatherings of small prayer groups across the region, who 

come together for the purpose of racial engagement. Bridge Pointe Church is a covenant 

partner and seeks to use this platform to break the silence of racial discourse by inviting 

persons to gather in prayer and dialogue. I am reminded of Jesus’ words and actions at 

 
11 Inspiration for an immersion pilgrimage came from my personal experience within 

the McAfee School of Theology community. In 2008, I traveled with twenty-five pastors 

to Israel. In 2019, I was invited by Dr. David Gushee to travel with a group of professors 

and students to the Justice Museum in Montgomery, AL. Both journeys allowed for 

personal and group reflection and conversation. 
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the temple. After witnessing the commercial exchange of goods, Jesus enthusiastically 

reminded them of the Temple’s purpose, saying, “Get these out of here! How dare you 

turn my Father's house into a market!”12 Jesus also declared, “‘My house will be called a 

house of prayer,’ but you are making it a ‘den of robbers.’”13 Small prayer groups can 

serve as “houses of prayer for all nations.” 

Courageous Civic Dinners 

In addition to OneRace, Bridge Pointe Church has participated in Atlanta area 

Civic Dinners. Civic Dinners are all about creating a more inclusive world where 

everyone has a seat at the table and a voice in co-creating a better future. People join one 

another around a meal, where thoughtfully designed series of conversations on key topics 

help people build a more inclusive culture with the greater community. See Appendix I. 

These conversational engagements are reminiscent of what conversations around meals 

might have looked like in the New Testament.  

 

Custodians of the Common Good 

In A Language of Healing for a Polarized Nation,14 the authors close their work 

with a final chapter entitled, “Custodians of the Common Good”. Author Bob Prater 

 
12 John 2:16. 

 
13 Matt 21:13. 

 
14 Wayne Jacobsen, Arnita Willis Taylor, and Robert L. Prater, A Language of 

Healing for a Polarized Nation: Creating Safe Environments for Conversations About 

Race, Politics, Sexuality, and Religion (Torrington, WA: Blue Sheep Media, 2019), 190. 



88 

 

 
 

describes his childhood custodian as the person who walked around pushing a large cart 

with brooms and mops. Alongside his hip, hung a ring of keys. Custodians’ primary 

responsibilities were to clean up messes and to open any doors in the building.  

I conclude my research by borrowing this analogy. To change the broader 

conversation in a world tormented by divisive racial discourse, my hope is to inspire 

custodians of the common good to abandon their silence concerning racial challenges and 

to be courageous disciples of Jesus who do not shy away from cleaning up racial messes 

and opening doors that lead to racial reconciliation. This past MLK weekend, the world 

had the chance to celebrate one of the greatest custodians of the common good, Dr. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. Let us listen to what he says about silence. 

Our lives begin to end the day we become silent about things that matter. 

In the end, we will remember not the words of our enemies,  

but the silence of our friends. 

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
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VOLUNTEER PARTICIPATION SOLICITATION 

 

Dear Church Leader, 

 

As many of you know I have been studying for my Doctor of Ministry degree at the 

McAfee School of Theology.  For the past three years, I have been diligently preparing 

for my thesis.  In order to complete my research, I am recruiting volunteers to take part in 

a four-week study at the end of summer.  

 

Participants in the focus group will dialogue on the issue of race within the Christian 

context. 

  

Participation in the study requires the following: 

 

• Participate in a group discussion session with 7-12 other church members within 

our fellowship of Atlanta churches. This session will consist of a video and 

guided questions for group discussion. The discussion will be recorded via audio 

and video. All responses will be recorded with pseudonyms for the purpose of 

anonymity in this research. No names will be included. 

 

• Attend all four of the conversations for this study. The conversations take place 

on Saturday mornings (10:00-11:30) beginning August 31 and end September 28 

at Bridge Pointe Church. 

 

• Participation is completely voluntary, and you may drop from the study at any 

point.  If you are interested and willing to participate in this study, please contact 

me via email at drben@bridgepointe.life. 

 

 

Blessings, 

 

Ben Barnett 

Bridge Pointe Church 

drben@bridgepointe.life 

 

mailto:drben@bridgepointe.life
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COURAGEOUS CONVERSATIONS COVENANT 

RULES OF ENGAGEMENT 

 

 

RULE #1:  I covenant to be quick to listen respectively. 

James 1:19-20 (NIV) My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to 

listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, [20] for man's anger does not bring about 

the righteous life that God desires.  

 

 

RULE #2:  I covenant to stay engaged and go the extra mile with others. 

Matthew 5:41 (NIV) If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. 

 

 

RULE 3#:  I covenant to speak my truth with love. 

Ephesians 4:15 (NIV) Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up 

into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. 

 

 

RULE #4: I covenant to respectively allow everyone to share their side of their story 

without interruption. 

Proverbs 18:17 (NIV) The first to present his case seems right, till another comes forward 

and questions him.  

 

 

RULE #5: I covenant to remain hopeful. 

2 Corinthians 5:16-17 (NIV) So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of 

view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer. [17]  Therefore, if 

anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! 

 

 

 

Name: ______________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Signature: __________________________________________________ 
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COURAGEOUS CONVERSATIONS PARTICIPANT SURVEY 

 



 
 

111 

 

COURAGEOUS CONVERSATIONS PARTICIPANT SURVEY 

Participant Information (only if you give consent) 

Identifier #  Age  

Race  Church  

Spiritual 

 

 1 = Poor 2 = Fair 
3 = 

Satisfactory 
4 = Good 

5 = 

Excellent 

The scriptural texts were 

clear, relevant and 

interpreted fairly for the 

subject matter? 

     

Comments 
 

I felt the Spirit’s 

involvement within the 

dynamics of the group. 

     

Comments 
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The incorporation of 

Spiritual disciplines 

helped in the movement of 

Spirit (prayer, spiritual 

silence, fasting, biblical 

reading, etc.) 

     

Comments 
 

Group participants made 

every effort to demonstrate 

the fruits of the Spirit 

(love, joy, peach, patience, 

kindness, goodness, 

faithfulness, gentleness, 

and self-control. 

     

Comments 
 

Safei 

Content of Presentations 

Content of Presentations 

Content of Presentations 

Content of Presentations 

Content of Presentations 

 1 = Poor 2 = Fair 
3 = 

Satisfactory 
4 = Good 

5 = 

Excellent 

Our meetings encouraged 

confidentiality, and I trust 

the facilitator and group 

participants? 

     

Comments 
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During our meetings we 

say what we think, invite 

differing views, and 

explore one another’s 

thinking? In other words, 

group participants were 

quick to listen, slow to 

speak, and slow to become 

angry. 

     

Comments 
 

If I just look at myself, I 

would agree that I was 

quick to listen, slow to 

speak, and slow to become 

angry within the group. 

     

Comments 
 

Group members did not 

appear to have any hidden 

agendas, and I felt as 

though I was not judged 

nor harmed intentionally. 

     

Comments 
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Strategic 

Content of Presentations 

Content of Presentations 

Content of Presentations 

Content of Presentations 

Content of Presentations 

 1 = Poor 2 = Fair 
3 = 

Satisfactory 
4 = Good 

5 = 

Excellent 

The content of discussions 

and presentations 

stimulated me to think 

about the subject matter 

than I had before 

participating in this group. 

     

Comments 
 

The presentations are an 

effective way for the 

church to engage people 

in the local community. 

     

Comments 
 

The topics were 

appropriate for the subject 

matter and should remain 

as they are presented. If 

not, what topics would you 

add? 

     

Comments 
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I can envision biblical 

reconciliation in my 

church, community, and 

the world. 

     

Comments 
 

Additional Comments 

  

Verification of Review 

Signature  Date  

 Adapted from Fierce Conversations,1 295. 

Chart is depicted in color. 

 

 

 
1 Susan Scott, Fierce Conversations: Achieving Success at Work & in Life, One 

Conversation at a Time (New York: Berkley, 2017), 295. 
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COURAGEOUS CONVERSATIONS SURVEY RESPONSES 
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SELECTED FOCUS GROUP COMMENTS 
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SELECTED FOCUS GROUP COMMENTS 

Question #5: The scriptural texts were clear, relevant and interpreted fairly for the 

subject matter? 

White, male: “Of the Scriptures that were shared, they were useful and appropriate. The 

primary purpose of the sessions was more educational, more about conversations, I felt 

that as time goes on, then some more scriptures were discussed. But it was the stories that 

were more impactful for me.” 

White, male: “I was present for two of the four sessions. I do not remember any Scripture 

texts being used as part of the program. One time, it was asked for people to share the 

Scriptures that were at the foundation of their beliefs on the subjects discussed.” 

Question #6: I felt the Spirit's involvement within the dynamics of the group 

Black, female: Most of the conversations were personal experiences and sometimes 

emotional. 

Black, male: “I would say there were only three or maybe four white brothers and sisters 

that were consistently engaged with the first different topics discussed.” 

White, male: “Oops, I was not really paying attention to the Sprit's involvement because I 

know and trusted the other people involved and assumed that the Spirit would be at work. 

I felt goodwill within the dynamics of the group. Of course, I consider the working of the 

Spirit.” 

White, male: “Not sure about the word "felt", but I saw the Spirit all over the very 

concept of the effort to bring people together, and I saw how the Spirit had worked in the 

various lives of the people around the circle.” 

Black, male: “Though there were some differing perspectives and opinions, I felt that the 

group at least attempted to leave room for spirit led change in understanding different 

perspectives. As a result, there seemed to be some learning and expanded understanding 

of differing views in the session in which I participated.” 

Question #7: The incorporation of Spiritual disciplines helped in the movement of Spirit 

(prayer, spiritual silence, fasting, biblical reading, etc.) 

Black, male: “I feel that because disciples are involved in these discussions, people are 

more prone to show humility. At the same time, I feel that the different church cultures 

we have been part of is a factor as well. I personally feel that depending upon the person 

and the church culture, an individual can become desensitized to the reality of the 

situation at hand.” 
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White, male: “We prayed and that did help everyone to be focused on doing God's work. 

I do not recall any other spiritual silence, fasting, or biblical readings.” 

White, male: “If the spiritual disciplines were a goal, then it was not a primary part of the 

effort. The question seems to imply that we can move the Spirit. Maybe this is true, but I 

felt the Spirit move in a big way every time a story of pain was told.” 

Question #8: Group participants made every effort to demonstrate the fruits of the Spirit 

(love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control). 

Black, female: “The study group was very diverse and comprised of disciples of Jesus 

which lead to exhibiting the fruits of the Spirit and being considerate of one another 

without judgment.” 

Black, male: “Yes. I feel that even though there were some animated discussions, 

everything was done with a sense of respect.” 

White, male: “Mostly so, but I do remember feeling that I was completely misunderstood 

on one of my comments, and there was not enough time to work through things in order 

to make myself clear. This caused me regret that I did not attempt to articulate something 

difficult and delicate.” 

White, male: “This was very impressive, especially from my black brothers and sisters.” 

Black, female: “Racism is a very emotional topic. However, I feel everyone made an 

effort to be considerate to each other.” 

Black, male: “It was a great experience and refreshing to see the openness of the group to 

explore these topics.” 

Question #9: Our meetings encouraged confidentiality, and I trust the facilitator and 

group participants. 

White, male: “The protocols of confidentiality were all in place and explained well. I 

trust the facilitator and the group participants to keep this confidential. However, I care 

every bit as much about the group participants themselves as anyone outside the room. 

My experiences revealed to me the limitations in the format (not enough time or one-on-

one contact) to achieve the desired outcomes.” 

Black, male: “Personally, I liked the free flow of discussions. I feel the facilitator did a 

good job not trying to keep everything too much on track, especially if there was a hot 

topic that needed more time to discuss.” 
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Question #10: During our meetings we say what we think, invite differing views, and 

explore one another's thinking? In other words, group participants were quick to listen, 

slow to speak, and slow to become angry. 

White, male: “I do think that everyone sincerely was quick to listen, slow to speak, and 

no one became angry. However, the very nature of the material is that different people 

see the same thing differently and hear the same words differently. My experience was 

that I tried to "say what I thought" (and I didn't think it was at all controversial), but 

people misunderstood me, and there was simply no time to explore the misunderstanding 

and fix it. It left me feeling that I regretted "saying what I think" because my attempt to 

do so caused more harm than good.” 

Black, male: “There were some topics discussed that brought out emotion and maybe 

some frustration, but I did not sense any outright anger.” 

White, male: “My respect grew immensely for my black brothers and sisters in the way 

they told their story.” 

Black, female: “I feel there were some who may not have felt comfortable expressing 

their views or feelings fully openly. I observed there were a few white participants who 

submitted comprehensive thoughts and remarks that they completed at home and 

submitted at the beginning of the next session. It was considerate that you [facilitator] 

gave each of us that option.” 

Question #11: If I just look at myself, I would agree that I was quick to listen, slow to 

speak, and slow to become angry. 

Black, male: “At times I felt some level of frustration, and that frustration was not 

towards any person, but was more about why a person could not be aware [of certain 

racial dynamics].” 

White, male: “I think so, and I tried my best. No one got angry; however, I was frustrated 

with the miscommunication and the limitations of time.” 

Question #12: Group Members did not appear to have any hidden agendas, and I felt as 

though I was not judged nor harmed. 

White, male: “I trust the people in the group and their intentions. There appeared to be no 

hidden agendas. No one was judged or harmed intentionally.” 

White, female: “...no hidden agendas, and I felt as though I was not judged nor harmed.” 

Question #13: The content of discussions and presentations stimulated me to think more 

about the subject matter than I had before participating in this group. 
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Black, male: “It was very refreshing to see the UMC have such dedication to this type of 

subject matter. At the same time, their doctrine may not be where it should be, they are 

light years ahead of my church when it comes to having a rapid response to having tough 

conversations that are needed.” 

White, female: “Yes. I want to ask my friend about this, especially if they are people of 

color. 

White, male: “The content was certainly thought-provoking, introducing concepts I have 

not thought about before.” 

White, male: “Stimulated me to think more about the subject matter than I had before 

participating in this group.” 

Question #14: The video presentations are an effective way for the church to engage 

people in the local community. 

Black, male: “The video presentations before each session were exactly what we needed 

to start the discussions on the pertinent subject matter.” 

White, male: “No chance. The church needs this first, and we evidently need to make a 

lot of progress before we are ready to engage people in the community. Also, I think that 

the best strategy for the church to help the world is to teach them about Jesus. Only when 

people are converted to Jesus can they be truly taught to love one another, including the 

elimination of racism.” 

White, male: “I think they were well done, professional, short, and introduced concepts 

without being dogmatic.” 

Question #15: The topics were appropriate for the subject matter and should remain as 

they are presented. If not true, what topics would you add? 

White, Male: “The focus of discussion was primarily on racial discrimination by white 

against blacks. I detected a lot of stereotyping of whites by blacks in our group. Would be 

good to have discussed it. I also think we needed a lot more discussion of what racism is 

and what it is not. An awful lot of behaviors, including behaviors containing goodwill, 

are deemed by blacks to be racist. I feel like there is a perception that to some degree 

every white person is racist, and perhaps every black person, due to historical and cultural 

influences that we are not necessarily even aware of (at least consciously aware of). If 

this premise is true, I don't think it is helpful. Every perceived slight is not a racist action 

and it is counterproductive to label that way. I am a bit offended when I am made to feel 

that I am a racist when all of my values are against racism.” 
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Black, male: “I would like to have seen some type of presentation that gives ideas as to 

how to broker these types of programs/discussions.” 

White, male: “They were fine as conversation starters. I did not agree with everything 

that they presented, and there is no opportunity to work with the presenters to amend it. I 

would prefer that Ben and Tammi did the presentation. That way, the results of the 

discussions could be incorporated into future presentations.” 

White, male: “Would need to think through the topics, but there is a lot of education I 

need so not sure what those gaps are.” 

Black, female: “I feel the topics were appropriate, but feel we needed more time… 

Maybe 1 or 2 more weeks?” 

White, female: “Some should include videos of younger people and their opinions as 

well. More from experience and less of “by the book” teaching to change it up a bit.” 

Question #16: I can envision biblical reconciliation in my church, community, and the 

world. 

White, female: “Participation opened my personal understanding of Black history and 

white privilege. I’m committed to help bring about greater unity as I have the 

opportunity.” 

Black, male: “Just to be open, honest and transparent, there is going to have to some very 

bold and courageous leadership just to present workshop in the same way the marriage 

retreat has been emphasized.” 

White, male: “No, I cannot envision biblical reconciliation in my church. As for the 

world, it is hopelessly corrupt. The best that can be hoped for the world is that they will 

know that redemption can be found in Christ and thereafter resides uniquely in the 

Church. Some will react by being converted to Christ. Most will refuse. While this was 

able to provide some material for a research study, we need this in our family of churches 

to bring about change, and there were no clear next steps, nor assessment of the good that 

had been accomplished.” 

White, male: “Wow! This is big. I can certainly envision it, but it takes momentum and 

patience.” 

Black, female: “I am definitely praying for this. I feel there is always hope with God 

being involved. I must confess that I still struggle with why some of the white Christians 

in our church voted for Trump and used Pro-Life and Anti-Gay Marriage as their reasons. 

God values All life and His creation. I think my biggest frustration regarding racism is 

not being heard. THANK YOU for giving me and others the opportunity to be heard.”
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PROJECT PILGRIMAGE 

Our experience includes these three key components: 

Community Building: We begin our journey with learning and community building. We 

come together once a week for four or five weeks to build community across differences 

and educate each other and ourselves on the history and present reality of injustices in our 

society. We do this through respectful dialogue, reading and video assignments, 

meaningful listening, and participatory exercises. 

Travel to Impactful Places and Spaces: We travel to the American south where we visit 

key places in the civil rights movement and spend time with foot soldiers who 

participated in the movement in a variety of ways. Some of the places we visit include 

Birmingham, Montgomery, and Selma, AL; Oxford and Philadelphia, MS; Nashville and 

Memphis, TN; and visit organizations such as the Highlander Institute and the Equal 

Justice Initiative. We engage in learning about our living history from people who were 

on the front lines of the struggle during the civil rights movement as well as those who 

are leading the movements of today. 

We believe in an educational model in which every person in our community has the 

capacity to teach and to learn. We engage in a series of workshops to help us build cross-

racial understanding and trust. These workshops can occur before our pilgrimage, during 

our pre-pilgrimage meetings, and after our return home. Some of our previous workshops 

have been conducted at: The Highlander Research and Education Center in New Market, 

TN; the William Winter Institute at the University of Mississippi; the University of 

Alabama; and locally facilitated by Dr. Bernard Lafayette – one of the lead organizers 

with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. 

Reflection and Integration: This civil rights pilgrimage experience impacts in both 

expected and surprising ways. As we evolve in this experience it provokes us to examine 

our cultural systems and where we act, where we disrupt, and how we resist. We are 

changed. How we see is changed. Our journey is only beginning in many ways. When we 

get home from the traveling part of our pilgrimage, we reflect on and integrate these 

seismic shifts. Project Pilgrimage hosts post-travel community conversations, 

individualized mentoring, and facilitated exercises to enrich and support the work of 

reflection and integration. We contemplate, talk, write and listen. Our final objective is to 

take action to change our communities after all we have studied, seen and learned. 

 

Our goals are specific: 

▪ Build an interracial and intergenerational community 
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▪ Study the civil rights movement and the arc of the African American freedom 

struggle, especially the movement strategies 

▪ Study the systems of racial inequity 

▪ Learn from the foot soldiers, lift the ordinary people who take extraordinary 

actions to change the systems 
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Civic Dinners Image is depicted in color. 

 

 


