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1 Logo borrowed from the General Commission on Religion and Race. Kelly Fitzgerald, ed. Racism: The Church’s 
Unfinished Agenda, a Journal of the National Convocation on Racism (General Commission on Religion and Race, 1987). 



*Cover art from the 1987 Journal of the National Convocation on Racism, published by General
Commission on Religion and Race. The artist and logo designer, Wes Yamaka, noted,
"The formidable task of The United Methodist Church is to understand and embrace its Mission
as a Spirit-sent body placed in the bowels of racist policies, politics and programs wherever they
are found. The Convocation logo attempts to describe this Mission. The Spirit is depicted by the
doves and their flaming wings. The colors of the doves represent the colorful peoples of
Methodism who have been charged with a continuing mandate to overcome the evils of Racism.
The word ‘RACISM’ is rendered in bold, white letters signifying that Racism is still a blatant
reality in our society and is overwhelmingly White. The cracked letters symbolize that the specter
of Racism has been around a long time and is nothing new! The informal script of the ‘agenda’ is
like a memo to the Church. It is a call from the people to the Mission and not a formal, finished
program. The doves have penetrated part of the ‘sign’ but only a part. There is much yet to do
which is the church's unfinished agenda.”
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Historical Documents 
Methodism has a long history of discussing race. The following documents depict some of the 
major turning points in the way Methodists have discussed race in the past. This is not an 
exhaustive list, but an attempt to show some of the lesser-known examples of when Methodists 
have had this discussion. As you read, we encourage you to think about how far our 
conversations on race have come. What rhetoric is the same or different? What lessons did 
Methodists learn? What actions did Methodists take in response to these? More importantly, 
what lessons did we not learn? What actions have we yet to take?  

Figure 2: 1832 Petition to General Conference from "People of Colour in the Philadelphia Charge" 
Records of the General Conference Collection, General Commission on Archives and History, Madison, NJ 07940



15 

1832 and 1848 Petitions to General Conference 

General Conference meets every four years and is the legislative body of the denomination. This 
has been the case since the days of Wesley. In the first half of the nineteenth-century, Black 
Methodists were ordained as deacons but not as elders, meaning that they could preach but could 
not administer the sacraments. This is largely a way to ensure white control over baptism. Many 
Methodists (and other Protestants) believed that if Black, particularly enslaved Black persons, 
were baptized that they then could not be owned for that would violate the will of God (as if that 
weren’t already the case). White persons were also scared that if enslaved Black persons were 
spiritual equals, they might assume that they could also be political or social equals and thus 
would seek equality at all levels. It is vital to note that Wesley was a staunch believer in the 
universality of the Gospel and the redemptive work of Christ. This means that Wesley believed 
that Christ’s death on the cross meant that all persons were equal, baptized or not, Christian or not, 
enslaved or not. 

Below are two petitions to the General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church.13 The 
first, written in 1832 by Black Methodists, asks for Black preachers to be in charge of Black 
congregations. It states that given the large number of Black Methodists, it only seemed 
reasonable that the Bishops have the power to “appoint Ministers of colour to coloured 
congregations.” Congregations were typically led by white ministers. White ministers, when they 
were preaching to all-Black or racially diverse congregations, emphasized docility in spirit and 
obedience to masters instead of the liberatory, empowering message of the Gospel. 

It is important to also note that this petition comes from the ministers in Philadelphia. Black 
Methodists in Philadelphia had been battling white control of their congregations for over fifty 
years. Absalom Jones and Richard Allen left St. George’s MEC of Philadelphia in the 1790s after 
they were pulled from their knees during prayer and told that it was the white members turns to 
pray. They formed the Free African Society, purchased a plot of land in Philadelphia, and formed 
Mother Bethel. White MEC clergy tried to attain control over Mother Bethel by tactics which 
included trying to seize the land from Allen. After multiple law suits, Allen was able to maintain 
control of his property and eventually formed an independent denomination, the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church. This historically Black Methodist denomination still exists today 
and was born out of white racism. 

13 The below two petitions are transcribed from the original. The original 1832 petition is on the preceding page. 
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In 1848, Black Methodists in Baltimore made a request similar to that of Black Methodists in 
1832 in Philadelphia. In Baltimore, however, instead of wanting to have more Black 
preachers appointed to serve Black congregations, these Methodists were asking General 
Conference to form a Black Annual Conference within the confines of the Baltimore Annual 
Conference. 

They state their reasoning in the third paragraph. Methodism had grown drastically in the first 
half of the nineteenth-century (from approx. 58,000 in 1790 to approx. 1,186,000 by 1850). This 
growth was consistent with both Black and white membership. However, the denomination was 
still largely run by ordained white ministers. Both Black and white Methodists decided that Black 
Methodists would have their own houses of worship. Some Black preachers were appointed to 
serve these churches but they did not have any authority outside of these congregations. In other 
words, Black preachers did not enjoy the same privileges that white ordained clergy enjoyed 
particularly when it came to administering the sacraments. Only through full ordination rights 
would Black Methodist preachers have a voice at the table of white Methodism. Not wishing to 
separate from the MEC and join one of the Black Methodist denominations in existence (the 
AME or AMEZ), these Black Methodists thought of a different solution. Giving Black 
Methodists within the MEC full episcopal power over their own congregations via their own 
annual conferences. This did not come to fruition in 1848, nor in 1856 when the petition was 
again brought to the General Conference. Only in 1864, after the passage of the Emancipation 
Proclamation, did the MEC agree to form separate annual conferences and give Black Methodists 
full clergy rights. In other words, white Methodists decided that once Black Methodists were free 
according to federal law, then and only then, were they worthy of full ordination rights, but these 
full rights would only exist in separate annual conferences. This is white supremacy. When the 
same request was made by Black Methodists for Black empowerment, it was denied. When it was 
made by white Methodists to “deal with” newly freed Black Methodists, it was granted. This was 
not the first nor the last time that institutional segregation would be a part of Methodism. 



Black Methodists in Baltimore Petition General Conference to 
organize Black Pastors into a Black Annual Conference, 1848 

[Source: Proceedings of the General Conference, Friday May 12, 1848, 
Christian Advocate (May 24, 1848) p. 81. Emphasis in original.] 

J. A. Collins presented the following petition from the colored people of the Sharp-Street 
and Asbury charges in the city of Baltimore. 

To the bishops and Members of the General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church in Conference assembled 

Respected Fathers and Brethren: Permit us, the official members of the Sharp-Street and 
Asbury Station in the city of Baltimore, on behalf of our colored brethren and sisters of 
the aforesaid Station, to address you on a subject to us of great importance, and we 
indulge the hope that it will not appear less important to you. 

In the first place, we humbly beg that you will please accept our sincere thanks for your 
long and arduous services to us when in our infantile state, believing that the Great Head 
of the Church has and will continue to reward you-having made you instrumental in his 
hands of bringing us from darkness to light, and from the power of sin and Satan to 
himself. 

Jn the next place, we would remark, that when the Methodist Churches in these t\nited 
,j<itates were small, the colored people enjoyed comfortable [privileges in the same houses 

[of worship]: but as the white Methodists increased rapidly, as did also the colored, the 
latter as it was well known, and is in the recollection of many, were deprived often of the 
privileges that they had hitherto enjoyed. Therefore, it was thought necessary, both by 
the white and colored people, that we should have houses of worship for our special 
benefit, where they could be obtained, in order that we might have more room to invite 
our colored brethren who were still out of the ark of safety, to come in; and it is well 
known that the good Lord has great enlarged our membership since that ever-to-be
forgotten period by owning the labors of our colored preachers in conjunction with some 
of the white, in the conversion of many thousands of the colored race: and quite a large 
number of colored preachers among us, some of whom, all things considered, had and 
still possess respectable talents, and have done much good in their local capacity: but 
hitherto they have been quite limited in their sphere of operations, having had no 
opportunity of being extensively useful, they being generally poor, and no provision 
having been made for them to go forth and dispense the bread of life to their perishing 
fellow men, their usefulness, has inconsequence been greatly hindered-and or colored 
fellow men have thereby been deprived of those blessings Almighty god would have 
granted through their instrumentality. And now, reverend fathers and brethren, your 
memorialists would say that it does not seem clear to them that the time has come when 
something should be done for the prosperity of the ministry among our colored brethren; 



and the question arises, how shall o can this desirable object be accomplished? For we 
have no expectation that the ministers, the descendants of Africa, will ever be admitted to 
seats and voice in the conference of their white brethren, however well they may be 
qualified for the work of the ministry: nor do we desire to unite with any of the existing 
colored connections. Therefore our colored brethren in this city of Baltimore, after due 
prayerful consideration, have been led to the conclusion, for the reasons already 
mentioned, and others which might be mentioned, that afar greater amount of good would 
of necessity result from our being placed in a condition so that colored ministers should 
have the pastoral oversight of all the colored people in connection with the Methodist 
church in all places of the United States where the laws and usages do not forbid. 

But it may be said and truly, that Africa, downtrodden, bleeding Africa proffers a field 
for usefulness in missionary operations. Your memorialists concede the point, and it 
afford us a pleasure which human language is too meager to express., that even benighted 
Africa has already (though very limitedly) received back not only some of her sable 
progeny, but the Gospel of the ever blessed God also: and we verily believe tat the period 
is rapidly approaching when that whole land will be enlightened with the light oflife. 
But merit us to ask, are there not other fields of labor in which the colored preachers can 
be employed to great advantage to themselves and to their fellow colored men: Your 
memorialists humbly conceiver that there are such openings: and are further of the 
opinion that if colored eh are employed here at home it would awaken and beget in them 
a missionary spirit and zeal which would prepare them for more effective service abroad. 
Again, your memorialists speak the truth and nothing but the truth, when they state that it 
has been for many years, the unceasing effort of a portion of the thinking men of our 
officiary to still and to keep quiet many of their brethren, both of the official and lay 
members, by which exertion the peace of the church has in some sort been preserved. 
But, as honest men, we do say, that to us it does seem clearly manifest that something 
should be done to prevent the occurrence of a state of things which may take place, but 
which we sincerely deprecate, and which, we are quite sure, would be deprecated by the 
General Conference. Our only object (and we speak as true men) is to prevent a schism 
in the Church. 

Your petitioners believe that a change can be effected, and that a union may continue to 
exist with our white brothers. 

Your memorialists need not tell your venerable body that the Discipline of our Church 
contemplates a healthy action therein, which we conceive is to be effected by the use of 
the means and the proper observance of the rules of said manual. But if classes are not 
attended to once in two or four years, the rules seldom read, the sick nor seen, and as for 
pastoral visits, they are not known among us, can a people thus circumstanced prosper? 
The truth is, from the past we infer what will be the future. We have no grounds to 
expect that matters will be different from what they have been. We verily believe that the 
prosperity of the colored people, both morally and temporally, imparts pleasure to our 
white brethren; but then it is necessary that they should have a knowledge of the fact that 
we regard our lot as a hard one. 



It is a fact of general notoriety that we have been liberal in making provision for the 
comfort of those stationed among us from time to time, paying sometimes a thousand 
dollars per year. 

Therefore, your memorialists, in view of what we have said, and believing that the 
number of colored preachers would justify it, pray the general Conference to organize for 
them an Annual Conference, within the bounds of the Baltimore Annual Conference, to 
be under the supervision of the [white] Bishops, who shall preside in said Colored 

Annual Conference. 

All which is respectfully submitted, and your memorialists will ever pray for the peace 
and prosperity of the Church of Christ. 

Signed in behalf of sixty of the official members of Sharp Street and Asbury Station. 

John Fortie 
Thomas Watkins 
Benjamin Brown 
David P. Jones 
Richard J. Chew 

Records of the General Conference Collection, General Commission on Archives and History, Madison, NJ 07940
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1939: Creation of the Central Jurisdiction 

After emancipation of all enslaved Black persons in the 1860s and after the failure of 
Reconstruction, the MEC and MEC, South began conversations of merging. They, falsely, 
believed that now that slavery was no longer an “issue” to divide Methodism, that the two should 
re-unite. This overlooks the underlying theological and sociological understandings that are the 
true cause of the division. 

In 1939, the MEC, MEC South, and Methodist Protestant denominations merged to form The 
Methodist Church. In negotiations of this merger, the MEC South wanted to create an entirely 
separate denomination for Black Methodists. This they had done after the Civil War with the 
creation of the Colored Methodist Episcopal Church (now called the Christian Methodist 
Episcopal Church). The MEC suggested doing something similar to what they had done with the 
creation of separate annual conferences for Black Methodists (see 1848 petition to General 
Conference). What ended up happening was sort of a compromise between the two. In 1939, the 
white annual conferences within the United States were divided regionally into our current 
jurisdictional system (Northeast, Southeast, North Central, South Central, and Western). All Black 
Methodists were put into a separate jurisdiction, not regionally bound, but racially bound. Thus, 
only Black bishops would serve Black preachers and Black preachers would serve Black 
congregations. Segregation was institutionalized. 

Some might ask, how is this different from what Black Methodists had requested in the 1848 
Baltimore petition? It’s different in many ways. First and foremost, the 1848 petition was sent to 
General Conference by Black Methodists in order to ensure that Black Methodist congregations 
were going to be led by Black Methodist ordained clergy who had full ordination rights, including 
access to the sacraments, in order to ensure that white Methodists could no longer control their 
faith. Second, the 1939 creation of the Central Jurisdiction was not created in order to empower 
Black Methodists but in order to comply with white fear of Black Methodist religious authority. It 
was created without the voice of Black Methodists, thus it was born out of white supremacy, and 
it sought to institutionalize the tradition of white control of Black Methodist faith. 

In 2018, United Methodist News Service wrote a brief history of the efforts to dismantle the 
Central Jurisdiction. It is reprinted in full on the following pages for it engages with and quotes 
many persons whose ministries began in the Central Jurisdiction. As you read, think about how 
our current jurisdictional system still reflects many of these racist assumptions.  



22 Records of the General Conference Collection, General Commission on Archives and History, Madison, NJ 07940
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50 years on, Central Jurisdiction’s shadow looms 

By Joey Butler April 18, 2018 | NASHVILLE, Tenn. (UMNS) 

The April 1968 merger that created The United Methodist Church not only birthed a new 
denomination, it abolished a painful part of Methodist history: The Central Jurisdiction, which 
segregated African-Americans from their Methodist brethren. 

It was an earlier 1939 merger that created The Methodist Church from the Methodist Episcopal 
Church, Methodist Episcopal Church South and Methodist Protestant Church. The Southern 
church only agreed to union after a compromise created a jurisdiction based exclusively on race 
— not geography. 

Nineteen black annual conferences of the Methodist Episcopal Church were placed in the Central 
Jurisdiction and the white conferences were placed in five regional jurisdictions. Seventeen of 
the 19 black conferences voted against the 1939 Plan of Union. 

Almost as soon as the Central Jurisdiction was established, attempts began to get rid of it. 

Though the episcopal address to the 1940 General Conference alluded to black Methodists’ 
“cordial acceptance of the outcome” and urged delegates to “attempt no radical changes” to 
church structure, the 1944 General Conference appointed a commission to study race relations in 
the church. That commission’s report to the 1948 General Conference acknowledged the 
problem posed by discrimination and offered hope that it “shall ultimately be eliminated from 
our fellowship.” The report did not specifically suggest abolishing the Central Jurisdiction. 

The 1956 General Conference took probably the most significant steps toward ultimately doing 
away with the Central Jurisdiction. More than 4,000 petitions were submitted regarding the 
jurisdictional system, specifically the Central. As a result, delegates took two actions: drafting 
Amendment IX to the constitution and creating a study commission to evaluate the jurisdictional 
system. 

Amendment IX provided a means for a local church to transfer to another annual conference, or 
for a conference to transfer out of its jurisdiction. The proposal acknowledged that when all of 
the Central Jurisdiction’s conferences used this process to voluntarily transfer to other 
jurisdictions, it would in effect be abolished.  

It seems a given that members of the Central Jurisdiction would have overwhelmingly supported 
its elimination, but that was not the case. 

“Central Jurisdiction leadership supported Amendment IX but discouraged its strongest churches 
from leaving, for fears it would weaken us financially,” said retired Bishop Woodie W. White. 
“They didn’t want the jurisdiction to be weakened by attrition.” 

Despite its segregated existence, the Central elected its own bishops, was given representation on 
church boards and commissions, and provided leadership opportunities that blacks may not have 
otherwise been granted. 

https://www.umnews.org/en/news/amid-tumult-of-1968-a-church-came-together
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At a 2004 reunion of Central Jurisdiction members, some spoke of those opportunities and the 
sense of family that was fostered within the segregated church body. 

“If there was no Central Jurisdiction, a lot of our people wouldn’t have had opportunities for real 
leadership,” said Mai Gray. “This is where they honed their skills, even though it was not 
pleasant.” Gray, who passed away in 2010, became the first African-American to lead United 
Methodist Women in 1976.  

Mollie Stewart, former president and CEO of Gulfside Assembly in Waveland, Mississippi, 
called the Central a “nurturing community, where everybody was your momma and your poppa.” 

But at that same reunion, the Rev. Joseph Lowery laid out the complicated choice that faced 
African-American Methodists if the church were to desegregate. 

“In the Central Jurisdiction, blacks elected their leadership. In a larger church, blacks don’t have 
enough members to elect leadership,” Lowery said. “The real power to elect black leadership (in 
an integrated church) rests in the hands of whites. That was the dilemma.” 

The State of the Church report to the 1960 General Conference declared: “There must be no 
place in the Methodist Church for racial discrimination or forced segregation …. We recommend 
that discrimination or segregation by any method or practice, whether by conference structure or 
otherwise … be abolished with reasonable speed.” 

In its report, the Commission to Study and Recommend Action Concerning the Jurisdictional 
System, noted the 1956 conference placed the Central Jurisdiction “in the line of ultimate 
extinction.”  

The commission reported that six local churches had already transferred out of the Central 
Jurisdiction and 36 more were in the process. The commission took a wait-and-see approach to 
whether voluntary transfer via Amendment IX would solve the problem. 

In a 2005 interview with United Methodist Communications, the late Bishop James S. Thomas 
said that “if you read the (legislative proposals) of 1964, the church was intensely concerned 
about segregation, but there were very strong efforts to hold on to the past.” 

By this time, plans were well underway for the Methodist Church to merge with the Evangelical 
United Brethren. The EUB, which was not segregated, made it clear that the Methodists needed 
to resolve the issue. They ultimately made abolishing the segregated institution a condition for 
union.  

The Commission on Interjurisdictional Relations’ report to the 1964 General Conference cited 
some positives — namely that the Central Jurisdiction allowed blacks to hold church leadership 
positions. However, the report also noted that it made Methodists “the only church in America 
which segregates, by its constitution, one sector of its membership on the basis of race.” 

https://www.umnews.org/en/news/african-americans-gather-to-remember-central-jurisdiction
http://archives.gcah.org/bitstream/handle/10516/1195/8385577.htm?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://www.sejumc.org/GulfsideAssembly
https://www.umnews.org/en/news/civil-rights-pioneer-urges-beating-missiles-into-morsels-of-bread
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While hoping Amendment IX would dissolve the Central Jurisdiction, the commission did ask 
that if there were still conferences that had not transferred out by 1967, a formal termination of 
the jurisdiction by the end of 1968 should be enacted.  

Dissatisfied with the passive recommendations of the committee, W. Astor Kirk, an alternate 
delegate from West Texas, introduced an amendment that stipulated “the Central Jurisdiction 
structure … not be made a part of the Plan of Merger.” It became known as the Kirk 
Amendment, passing 464 to 362. 

The following year, Southern church leaders argued before the Judicial Council — the church’s 
top court — that jurisdictions had the right to preserve segregated conferences. Kirk prepared the 
brief opposing their stance, and the council decided in his favor.  

Kirk passed away in 2011 after a lifetime of advocating for a more inclusive United Methodist 
Church. In a 2004 interview, he said, “My hope is that we can take the past as a guide and get 
beyond it and really begin within the UMC to interact with people just as people, without regard 
to race, color or gender.” 

Moving toward integration, delegates approved a $20 million Temporary General Aid Fund to 
assist the Central Jurisdiction in raising the levels of pensions and minimum salaries. Salary 
assistance was supposed to steadily decrease over a 20-year period as the post-merger 
conferences got their financial footing.  

“The efforts of the church to respond to the gap in income, pensions and health care of the black 
pastors of the Central Jurisdiction and the white pastors of the geographical jurisdictions was 
commendable,” said the Rev. Gilbert H. Caldwell, a civil rights pioneer and retired clergy 
member of the Rocky Mountain Conference. “My preacher father was one of those pastors. 

By the 1968 Uniting Conference in Dallas, all that remained was to make official the elimination 
of the Central Jurisdiction. Still, some trepidation remained. 

Retired Bishop Melvin Talbert said he favored doing away with the Central Jurisdiction until the 
time came to vote at General Conference. 

“I voted against the merger because it gave the EUB everything they wanted while the black 
jurisdiction got nothing but a promise. There was no commitment to having a number of 
delegates; they just did away with it.” 

“Only one jurisdiction was closed in 1968: the one that gave people of African-American descent 
power around appointment, around personnel, around vote, more power in voting our 
episcopacy,” said Vance Ross, director of annual conference relations at Discipleship Ministries. 
“That segment of people — my grandmother and her contemporaries — said, ‘We will stay and 
cause you to have to look at us and say you don’t love us, that we’re not equal.’” 

White added that there was a risk of losing representatives at the agencies. “But they felt 
segregation was so untenable, they’d be willing to make that sacrifice,” White said. 

http://www.umc.org/decisions/41256/decision_date
https://tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/fki73
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1952 Charter on Racial Justice 

The Charter for Racial Justice was written by the Women’s Division (predecessor to United 
Methodist Women) in 1952. “On the evening of January 9,1952, at Buck Hill Falls, the report of the 
committee on Racial Practices was brought to the Women’s Division by Mrs. [Louise] Oldshue, 
chairman. An artist had written the new Charter of Racial Polices on a large wallboard visible to the 
entire group. After discussion, the charter was adopted unanimously by a standing vote. …"1 

1 Taken from “Legacy Stories: The First Charter for Racial Justice,” 
https://www.unitedmethodistwomen.org/news/the-first-charter-for-racial-justice accessed 
4/22/2021. Originally from Legacy for the Future by Thelma Stevens, Copyright © 1978 
Women’s Division, Board of Global Ministries, The United Methodist Church. 

https://www.unitedmethodistwomen.org/news/the-first-charter-for-racial-justice%20accessed%204/22/2021
https://www.unitedmethodistwomen.org/news/the-first-charter-for-racial-justice%20accessed%204/22/2021
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1972 Creation of General Commission on Religion 
and Race 

In 1967, just prior to the merger that created The United Methodist Church out of The Methodist 
Church and the Evangelical United Brethren, Black Methodists sought to ensure their equality 
within the newly emerging denomination. With the dismantling of the Central Jurisdiction, there was 
a need to ensure that Black (United) Methodist voices would be not only present at the table but 
listened to at the table. This led to the creation of Black Methodists for Church Renewal, an ethnic 
caucus that successfully lobbied the General Conference of 1968 to ensure that a general agency 
would be created within the new denomination that would prioritize race and hold white United 
Methodists accountable. The General Commission on Religion and Race (GCRR) was created in 
1972 at General Conference.  

Just prior to the creation of GCRR, the denomination began a national discussion and analysis of its 
own white racism. From the written record at GCAH, we can see that racism was being discussed in 
The United Methodist Church since its inception in 1968, largely by the Department of Youth 
Ministry, which created a packet on racism in 1968. There is evidence that the General Board of 
Global Ministry’s National Division was holding consultations in 1970 and continued to do so till at 
least in 1987 when the National Convocation on Racism was held.  
As part of these efforts, in 1973, GCRR published the following document entitled, “Reflections on 
White Racism,” written by James Jones, the Associate Executive Secretary at GCRR. We asked 
current UMC leaders to read through this text and reflect on it. Their reflections are included on 
our website, http://www.gcah.org/resources/heritage-sunday-2021. 







IN THE NORTH HE WAS TOLD 11 THE DOOR IS OPEN", BUT SOMEHOW IT ALWAYS 

GOT SLAMMED JUST BEFORE HE GOT IN, 

TODAY THE SITUATION !S NOT DIFFERENT, A FEW BLACKS HAVE 

"MADE IT", BUT THE LARGER MAJORITY ARE STILL OUTSIDE OF SOCIETY, 

CAPITAL FOR BLACK BUSINESS IS HARD TO GET, FOR EXAMPLE, THE CHURCH 

IS WILLING TO HELP FINANCE INDIVIDUAL BLACK BUSINESSES, BUT NOT 

BROADLY BASED CORPORAT!VES, To PUSH BLACK CAPITLAISM IS RACISM, 

THE EMPLOYMENT PRACTICES IN THE BOARDS AND AGENCIES ONLY NEED TO 

BE LOOKED AT AND WE SEE RACISM, How MANY OF OUR INSTITUTIONS, 

SUCH AS HOSPITALS, HOMES FOR CHILDREN AND THE AGING, INSTITUTIONS 

FOR HIGHER EDUCATION, AND, YES, CONFERENCE BOARDS AND AGENCIES HAVE 

ANY S[GN!FICANT REPRESENTATION OF BLACK PEOPLE, BROWN PEOPLE, OR 

RED PEOPLE EMPLOYED? WHAT ARE THE EMPLOYMENT PRACTICES OF THE COM

PANIES OUR CHU�CH D©ES BUSINESS WITH, Nor TO KNOW THESE FACTS IS 

RACISM, THE DANGER Ti-lAT WE AS WHITE CHURCHMEN FACE IS NOT KNOWJrl/G 

THE FACTS, BUT WHEN WE SEE THEM A DEEPER DANGER IS NOT SPEAKING 

AND ACTlNG OUT WAYS TO CORRECT THEM, 

COMMENTING ON THE POSSIBILITIES OF FINDING A SOLUTION TO THE 

RACISM IN THE UNITED STATES, FRANK H, JOYCE, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 

OF PEOPLE AGAINST RACISM, STATES THAT: 

"THE FIRST RT�P IN THE SOLUTION OF ANY PROBLEM IS ITS 
CORRECT DEFINITION, To THIS DAY WHITES HAVE ATTEMPTED 
TO DEVISE A REALISTIC DEFINITION OF THE RACE PROBLEM, 
THE TASK HAS BEEN FUNDAMENTALLY EVADED BY THE BELIEF 
THAT THE RACE PROBLEM IS A NEGRO PROBLEM, IN FACT, 
WHITES PO NOT HAVE A WHITE PROBLEM, EVEN THOSE, SUCH 
AS THE KERNER COMMISSION, WHO HAVE RECENTLY BEGUN TO 
RECOGNIZE RAClSM IN THE WHITE COMMUNITY, DIRECT THEIR 
RECOMMENDATIONS AND SOLUTIONS, NOT AT WHITE AMERICANS, 
BUT AT REFORMS FOR BLACK AMERICA, SUCH REFORMS ARE 
OBVIOUSLY PREVENTED BY THE VERY RACISM WHICH CREATED 
THE NEED FOR REFORMS IN THE FIRST PLACE, WHAT IS RE
QUITED IS AN ANALYSIS OF WHITE SUPREMACY--HOWEVER 
CRUDE AS TH!S STAGE--AND A STRATEGY AND PROGRAM FOR 
COMBATT I NG IT," 

I 



AGAIN, ONE MAJOR PROBLEM FOR INDIVIDUALS AND/OR GROUPS, SUCH 

AS THE CHURCH, IS TO ADMIT THAT WE ARE RACISTS, AFTER THIS ADMIS

SION IS MADE, WE MUST THEN CONTINUE TO DEAL WITH THE RACIST PSY

CHOLOGY WHICH ENGULFS US AT EVERY TURN, 

MR, JOYCE CONTINUES TO TALK ABOUT RACISM BY SAYING: 

°F!RST, A DISTINCTION MUST BE MADE BETWEEN INDIVIDUAL 
AND INSTITUTIONAL RACISM, SECOND, THE MAIN DIFFICULT 
DIFFERENTIATION MUST BE MADE BETWEEN WHAT MIGHT BE 
TERMED ATTITUDINAL AND BEHAVIORAL RACISM,

0 

2

THE FQJ..LOWJNG ARE EXAMPLES OF DIFFERENT TYPES OF RACISM: 

A, INDIVIDUAL RACISM IS REPRESENTED IN THE BOMBING 
OF A BIRMINGHAM CHURCH, WHICH RESULTED IN THE. 
DEATH OF FOUR BLACK CHILDREN, 

B, INSTITUTIONAL (SYSTEMATIC) 
IN THE DEATHS OF 5U0 BLACK 
CITY, COMP�RED TO THE MUCH 
RATE AMONG WHITES, 

RACISM IS REPRESENTED 
INFANTS IN THE SAME 
LOWER INFANT MORTALITY 

C, ATTITUDINAL RACISM IS DEFINED AS ANY ACTION TAKEN 
AGAINST PEOPLE OF COLOR SIMPLY BECAUSE THEY ARE 
NOT WHITE, 

D, BEHAVIORAL RACISM MAY BE DEFINED AS ANY ACTION, 
INDIVIDUAL OR INSTITUTIONAL, WHICH DISADVANTAGES 
NON-WHITES TO THE ADVANTAGE OF WHITES, REGARDLESS 
OF CONSCIOUS MOTIVATION, 3

Ar THIS POINT, I WOULD CHALLENGE US TO SIT FOR A WHILE AND 

PONDER THESE DEFINITIONS, THINK FOR YOURSELF, AND SEE IF YOU CAN 

GIVE CONCRETE EXAMPLES THAT FIT THESE DEFINITIONS, [F YOU HAVE 

TROUBLE THINKING OF EXAMPLES, IT MAY JUST BE THAT THIS IS THE 

REASON WE ARE FACED WITH THE PROBLEM, 

To THOSE OF US IN THE CHURCH, THE DOOR TO TRUE CONFESSION AND 

REPENTENCE IS OPEN, WE H�VE 0ALLOWEDn BLACKS TO COME TO OUR WHITE 

CHURCH, HOWEVER, IN THE SOUTH, WE HAVE NOT REALLY EVEN °ALLOWED
0

BLACKS TO COME, No, BUT THEY CAME ANYWAY, AND MOST OF THE TIME, 

THEY 11ERE TURNED AWAY, 



! WAS ONCE APPROACHED BY A WHITE CLERGYMAN IN THE SOUTH AND

ASKED IF [ COULD GET SOME BLACKS TO ATTEND H!S CHURCH, To TALK 

OF MERGERS IS NOT THE SAME AS TALKING ABOUT BLACKS COMING TO OUR 

WHITE CHURCHES, 

KoWEVER, TO PURGE THE INSTITUTIONAL CHURCH OF RACISM MAY BE 

POSSIBLE, IF WE CAN ACCEPT ALL MEN--W!THOUT REGARD TO THEIR COLOR 

--INSTEAD OF ACCEPTING THEM IN SPITE OF IT, 

To BECOME SERIOUS ABOUT RACISM, IN,ORDER TO BE THE TRUE 

CHURCH OF OUR LORD IS THE MOST PERPLEXING CHALLENGE THAT THE INS

TITUTION HAS FACEP !N 2,000 YEARS--IF IN FACT, WE ARE FACING IT! 

ALL OVER THE UNITED STATES, WE MUST SHARPEN OUR SENSES, AND 

BE WILLING TO PURGE OURSELVES OF BOTH OUR CONSCIOUS AND UNCONSCIOUS 

RACiSM, 

To CREATE A COMMUNITY OF PEOPLE WHO COME TOGETHER AS EQUALS IN 

ORDER TO ADDRESS THEMSELVES TO THE PROBLEMS OF LIVING AND CELE

BRATING LIFE, IS NOT EASY, 

To CREATE A COMMUNITY WHERE ALL CAN AFFIRM THEIR PAST AND LOOK 

TO THE FUTURE BY REALIZING THE VALUE OF THE PRESENT, IS NOT EASY, 

IT IS TO THIS TASK, OF CREATING SUCH A COMMUNITY, THAT WE 

HAVE ALWAYS BEEN CALLED, THE URGENCY OF THE CALL IN OUR DAY MANI

FESTS ITSELF IN OUR INABILITY TO RESPOND TO IT, THIS EXPOSURE HAS 

COME THROUGH THE SIT-INS, DEMONSTRATIONS, AND VARIOUS OTHER FORMS 

OF CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE--ALL OF WHICH HAVE RESULTED IN THE DEMANDS 

OF THE PEOPLE OF COLOR; FURTHER, THESE LEGITIMATE EXPOSURES ARE 

JUDGMENTS WHICH SHOW US OUR POSSIBILITIES, 

THEY ARE JUDGMENTS FOR US, BECAUSE AS A WHITE CHURCH, WE HAVE 



NOT MADE SUBSTANTIAL EFFORTS TO MEET THESE DEMANDS, THEY ARE 

POSSIBILITIES BECAUSE THEY COULD BE OUR LAST CHANCE TO ADOPT AND 

ENACT CONCRETE PROGRAMS WHICH WILL HELP TO RECTIFY THE FAILURES 

OF THE PAST, RECOGNITION OF OUR RACISM IS THE FIRST STEP, . CON"'. 

FESSION IS A SECOND STEP, Acrs OF REPENTENCE IS THE THIRD, 

As LEADERS, WE MUST SEE OUR ROLE AS ONE OF CREATING AN 

INCLUSIVE CHURCH, THERE CAN BE NO SUCH CHURCH AS LONG AS WE 

REFUSE TO DEAL WITH OUR RACISM, THE nWHY MARY, ! DON'T THINK 

OF YOU AS A NEGROu ATTITUDE MUST BE DEALT WITH EFFECTIVELY, 

nLIKE MUCH OF AMERICAN SOCIETY, RACISM IS A MATTER OF 
SUBTLE AND NOT--SO-SUBTLE EUPHEMISM, AN ELABORATE RHE
TORIC EXISTS TO DISGUISE IT, SCHOOLS ARE SEGREGATED 
NOT TO KEEP BLACK SEPARATE, BUT TO PRESERVE THE NEIGH
BORHOOD SCHOOL, POLICE ARE GIVEN EXCESSIVE POWER IN THE 
GHETTO NOT TO DENY BASIC CONSTITUTIONAL RIGHTS JO 
SECOND CLASS ChTIZfN BLACK PEOPLE, BUT TO STOP 'CRIME 
IN THE STREETS , BLACKS ARE NOT DENIED JOBS BECAUSE OF 
THEIR SKIN COLOR, BUT BECAUSE THEY ARE NOT nQUALIFIEDn , 
HOUSING INTEGRATION IS NOT OPPOSED BEceusE PEOPLE DO 
NOT WISH TO LIVE NEXT DOOR TO llNIGGERS'' Bur BECAUSE 
BLACK PEOPLE LOWER PROPERTY VALUES, BLACK STUDENTS, 
IT IS ARGUED, FAIL TO LEARN IN GH�TTO SCHOOLS, NOT 
BECAUSE THE SCHOOLS ARE INFERIOR, BUT BEC�USE THE 
BLACK STUDENTS A§E INFERIOR BY VIRTUE OF CULTURAL 
DISADVANTAGEMENT 1 AND A POOR HOME ENVIRONMENT,' 4

THESE EUPHEMISMS AND OTHER DEVICES BY WHICH WE HAVE ABSOLVED 

OURSELVES FROM THE RESPONSIBILITY FOR RACISM MUST NO LONGER BE 

ALLOWED TO BL! ND US, 

THE WAR HAS BEEN DECLARED, WE JN THE CHURCH CAN NO LONGER 

CLAIM IMMUNITY, WE MUST MOVE QUICKLY AND WITH DETERMINED COM

MITMENT TO THE GOAL OF INCLUSIVENESS AND COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT, 
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1987 National Convocation on Racism 

The below is historical background taken directly from the Journal for the National Convocation on 
Racism held in 1987 in Louisville, Kentucky and hosted by the General Commission on Religion 
and Race: 

In 1980, The World Council of Churches sponsored a World Consultation on Racism to consider developing 
a process for churches to use in combating racism between 1980-1990 and to decide how such a process 
could b e given a high priority by churches. 
Bishop Woodie W. White, then General Secretary of The General Commission on Religion and Race, 
disseminated recommendations from the World Consultation throughout the connectional system. His 
report was distributed and portions were printed in an October 1980 New World Outlook article titled, 
“Racism: The Church’s Unfinished Agenda.” 
In 1984, the General Conference adopted a Resolution on Global Racism. One recommendation was 
that a national Convocation on Global Racism be sponsored by the Council of Bishops and The 
General Commission on Religion and Race, in cooperation with program boards, followed by five 
Jurisdictional Convocations. 
In June 1985, a National Planning Committee, composed of representatives from these bodies, was organized 
to implement the Resolution. A representative from each of the four major national racial ethnic caucuses 
joined the Committee in January 1986. 
At the same time, five Jurisdictional Chairpersons were invited into the planning process. These individuals 
will serve as the Chairpersons of their Jurisdictional United Methodist Convocation. 
The Convocation on Racism was held September 13-16, 1987 in Louisville, Kentucky. Attending were 631 
persons, including 32 active Bishops and 420 annual conference leaders. Agencies, seminaries, the Judicial 
Council, and racial and ethnic minority centers and caucuses were represented. Ecumenical observers were 
also present. Approximately 150 persons engaged in leadership roles, either as major presenters and 
preachers, seminar leaders or Living Unit Group Facilitators.14 

Bishop Woodie W. White gave the following speech titled, Racism: The Church’s Unfinished 
Agenda at the 1987 Convocation. It is reprinted below. We invite you to compare this 1987 
speech with his 1980 article from New World Outlook which holds the same title. Are there 
major differences or similarities between the two speeches? 

14 Kelly Fitzgerald, ed. Racism: The Church’s Unfinished Agenda, a Journal of the National Convocation on Racism (General 
Commission on Religion and Race, 1987) 2-3. Records of the General Commission on Religion and Race, 
General Commission on Archives and History, Madison, NJ 07940



Part II 

"RACISM: THE CHURCH'S UNFINISHED AGENDA" 

Bishop Woodie W. White 

God of Our Weary Years, 
God of Our Silent Tears, 
Thou Who has brought us 
Thus Far on the Way; 
Thou Who has by thy Might, 
Led us into the Light, 
Keep us forever in the Path we Pray 
Lest our feet Stray from the Places, 
Our God where we met Thee, 
Lest in our hearts, drunk with the wine 
of the World, 
We forget Thee . . .

It is important for me (and for us, I believe)
in any assessment of our battle with racism as it man
ifests itself in the life of The United Methodist 
Church, to properly acknowledge some realities that 
might be overlooked because they are so utterly obvi
ous.

I have this God-sense about life that causes
me to acknowledge the fundamental belief that it is
God's world. God's will is Good and wherever 
Good is evidenced, God is manifested. It is God 
who has brought us thus far on the way -- sometimes
with the help of and sometimes in spite of the Gener
al Conference! Sometimes with the help of and 
sometimes in spite of the Council of Bishops! Some
times with our efforts and sometimes in spite of our
efforts! 

Today my brothers and sisters I come to 
bring you some Good News. And some Bad News.
And Some Good News. The Christian's final word
is always Good News. Our preaching must always 
conclude with Good News. We must send our peo
ple home with Good News. They come to church 
with the bad news, but we send them home with the
Good News. 

Parenthetically, I find incongruous some or
ganizations that call themselves organizations of 
Good News yet simply spread bad news. Our final
word then is Good News. It does not mean we ig-

nore bad news; it simply means that for the Christian 
the final report is Go9d News -- no matter how deva
statingly awful the bad news may be. 

Dr. Eddie Fox, staff member of The General
Board of Discipleship, introduced me to what is 
called "Johnson Grass." Now, you must remember 
that I was born in New York City and my orientation
is primarily urban. All I ever knew was plain grass.
Or, more accurately, the absence of it! My agricult
ural knowledge and understanding of nature is best 
summed up in "If it crawls, kill it!" So, for me, grass
is grass -- pure and simple. 

But Dr. Fox says it's not so. He told me 
about "Johnson Grass" and its amazing qualities and
characteristics intrigued me. He says that first of all,
Johnson Grass is ugly. It is not one of the attractive
grasses. Johnson Grass is difficult to destroy; you 
can't kill it. If you take the most sophisticated herbi
cides and spray it, it will droop, it will appear to go
away, but as soon as you think you've got it under
control, you'll see it growing again. 

Johnson Grass, I'm told, will grow any
where. In good soil and in bad soil and even in no
soil at all. In fact, Johnson Grass will even grow 
through concrete. It's not regional. It will grow in 
the South. It will grow in the North. It will grow in
the East. It will grow in the West. It seems perva
sive. An interesting grass, this Johnson Grass. 

Now, what we are going to address this 
week is like Johnson Grass -- it's called racism. Like
Johnson Grass it is tough; it is stubborn; and it 
seems to grow in the strangest places. In fact, racism
seems to grow anywhere. No, racism seems to grow
everywhere.

It grows in the South
It grows in the North
It grows in the East 
It grows in the West

Racism seems to be omnipresent --



You find it in councils 
You find it in commissions 
You find it in boards 
You find it in committees 
You find it in men 
You find it in women 
You even find it in children. 

Racism is like Johnson Grass -- when you 
think you have it arrested, it will reappear. When you 
think you've eradicated it here -- it shows up over 
there. It just doesn't seem to want to die. 

Racism soils everything it touches. It is not a 
simple sociological phenomenon. It is complex, it is 
deep, it is tenacious, it is diabolical. We must not de
lude ourselves with unrealistic expectations about 
combating it or eradicating it. We must instead un
derstand the complex and endemic nature of racism. 

Racism Defined 

As a participant in the World Consultation on 
Racism held in the Netherlands in 1980, we made a 
number of observations about racism. I share two of 
them with you: 

1. "Racism is still pervasive, a worldwide
phenomenon. It is not confined to certain countries 
or continents." 

2. "Racism manifests itself in a multiplicity of
ways on the local, national and international levels." 

In your program book you will find the fol
lowing definition and description: 

"White racism is the value system which as
sumes that one race is innately superior to all other 
races and that the "superior" race has the inherent 
power to dominate all other races. Racism may be 
classified as personal or institutional. Personal ra
cism is the individual expression (attitude and/or be
havior) which accepts the assumptions of a racist val
ue system and maintains the benefits of the system. 
Ins!itutional racism is the established social patterns 
which support, implicitly, the racist value system." 

"Because white racism is systemic in nature 
and practice and exists throughout the United Metho
dist structure nationally and worldwide, the effects of 
racism globally must be addressed within the local 
churches, conferences, seminaries, agencies and oth
er institutions." 

Noted columnist Carl T. Rowan, in an article 
entitled "Perhaps Racism Never Went A way", ob
serv�d that racism " ... is an ugly word describing a 
sordid state of the human mind. Racism will become 
the great American curse. A force more destructive 

than anything the Kremlin or any other enemy might 
devise." 

We examine, therefore, the context of racism 
in the life of the Church and seek to discover where it 
continues to thrive unabated and where it has been 
successfully confronted. 

I have a daughter who, in spite of my best ef
forts, is a Dallas Cowboy fan! Some years ago, 
when the Dallas Cowboys and the Philadelphia Ea
gles were in the playoffs, I took her to see a game. 
�arly one Sunday morning (after appropriate devo
tions, o� course) we drove to Philadelphia. It was a 
cold, rmserable day -- 15 below zero. As we sat in 
the stands, we met some friendly people seated next 
to us. 1:h�y kept offering me something in a flask; 
th�y said 1t would keep me warm! At any rate, it was 
a Joyful day and we had a good time with these new 
friends. Fortunately the Eagles won! 

As we were driving home, my teenage 
daughter made a cutting observation. She said "Dad 
isn't it f�.mny how �ice white people are when they 
are not m church? I was momentarily speechless. 
There is something haunting and awful about the blot 
of racism as it manifests itself in the life of the 
Church. What happens to people when they go to 
church? People who have grown accustomed to sit
ting in classrooms together, who work in offices to
gether, who will work side-by-side on projects to
gether, but who balk at the prospect of worshipping 
God together! I hang my head in shame. Isn't it 
strange how we behave towards each other in 
church. 

We must first examine our theological con
text. Racism for the Church is an affront to God -- a 
scourge on the Body of Christ, the Church, and is 
fundamentally and unequivocally sin. Racism is fun
damentally sin. 

The theological assumptions are important for 
us as Christians. Racism is not merely antisocial be
havior but is God-questioning. It seeks in its order
ing of the human family to determine the value of hu
man life based on skin color and essentially to rede
fine the creative act of God. The late Dr. George Kel
sey has helped me immeasurably in understanding 
this aspect of racism. 

The Genesis account affirms that when God 
created humanity God declared it to be good, sug
gesting that henceforth all human life as the product 
of the creative activity of God was of inherent value. 
Racism redefines creation. As such, racism and the 
racist seek.. to play God. The racist denies or chal
lenges the creative genius and wisdom of God. God 
willed that the human family be created in an array of 
hues, diverse physical characteristics and declared it 
good! 

Those who declare otherwise say in no un
certain terms that God did it wrong -- God made a 



mistake. They know better. That, my friends, is the 
highest expression of blasphemy. It is even more of
fensive than disobedience. 

The World Council of Churches Consultation 
on Racism declared: 

"Every human being created in the image of 
God is a person for whom Christ died. Racism, 
which is the use of a person's racial origins to deter
mine the person's value, is an assault on Christ's 
value and a rejection of his sacrifice. Whenever it ap
pears, whether in the individual or collective, it is a 
sin ... " 

While the context for our discussion of ra
cism is, in part, a mid-decade assessment of how 
The United Methodist Church is combating racism, 
one must enlarge upon that context and recall that this 
denomination celebrates its 20th birthday next year. 
While its predecessor bodies are older to be sure, and 
while our personal histories in the denomination 
vary, our common history is now but 19 years old. 
Consequently, we must not fail to assess what the 
state of racism is in that shared historical context. 

A critical benchmark in that history is the 
constitution of the new United Methodist Church 
which sought to define its ordered life as one free of 
racist structures, i.e. institutional expressions. 

Article IV, Division One of that Constitution 
declares: 

Inclusiveness of the Church 

"The United Methodist Church is a part of the 
Church Universal, which is one Body of Christ. 
Therefore, all persons, without regard to race, color, 
national origin, or economic condition, shall be eligi
ble to attend its worship services, to participate in its 
programs, and when they take the appropriate vows, 
to be admitted into its membership in any local 
church in the connection. In The United Methodist 
Church no conference or other organizational unit of 
the Church shall be structured so as to exclude any 
member of any constituent body of the Church be
cause of race, color, national origin or economic situ
ation." 

Combating Racism 

I believe that efforts toward combating and 
eliminating racism must always be pursued on three 
levels: 

Attitudinal - what one thinks and believes. 
Behavioral - how one acts and reacts. 
Institutional - the manner in which ideas, 
beliefs and values are systematically 
perpetuated. 

If we don't successfully and faithfully ad
dress all three -- not one, not two, but all three -- we 
will never come close to seriously confronting the 
pervasive, systemic and tenacious character of ra
cism. Therefore, any assessment of our success or 
fack thereof must examine all three manifestations of 
racism. 

Attitudinal racism cannot be considered unim
portant even as we address the important issue of in
stitutional racism. I agree with Sister Carolyn Osiek, 
a Roman Catholic nun, who has written a most pro
vocative and helpful book entitled "Beyond Anger: 
On Being A Feminist in the Church." She says: 

I am afinn believer that forced structural al
teration does not Qfitself produce lasting change (my 
emphasis) precisely because it does not convince 
those who hold power that the new way is better. 
... (such things as) Affirmative Action ... are but 
temporary solutions unless there is a conviction on 
the part of those in authority and power to implement 
them and that these policies will indeed in the long 
run benefit all concerned. 

Make no mistake about it, combating institu
tional racism is crucial. Affirmative action, employ
ment and Board membership goals are necessary and 
important. The considerable progress made in the de
nomination would not have been made without such 
commitment. But, if we have learned anything these 
past few years, it is that such structural changes do 
not assure permanent or lasting change. 

Thus my brothers and sisters, we must con
front not only institutional racism but attitudinal ra
cism and behavioral racism as well. For unless we 
seek to change the racist mind, it will simply find a 
way to circumvent changes in institutional racist 
structures. Like Johnson Grass which appears to be 
eliminated, it will appear elsewhere, sometimes in 
more subtle and sophisticated forms. 

The Good News is that our efforts to eradi
cate institutional racism have been significant in The 
United Methodist Church. The bad news is that be
fore I could announce the good news, indications 
suggest that the gains are not permanent but only 
temporary. Thus, the Bad News! 

The United Methodist Church ethnic minority 
constituency numbers 419,000. The breakdown by 
racial/ethnic groups is as follows: Blacks 330,000; 
Hispanics 40,000; Asians 36,000; Native Americans 
13,000. These numbers represent 4.5% of a total 
membership of approximately 9.2 million members. 
One measure of our effectiveness at eradicating ra
cism is determined by evaluating how inclusive we 
are in the organizational structures of the denomina
tion at the General Church (National), Annual Con
ference and local church levels. 



Dr. James M. Shopshire, professor at Wes
ley Theological School, Washington, D.C., has done 
an exhaustive research analysis of racial and ethnic 
minority participation at the Annual Conference and 
General Church levels. His study details data which 
reveals by the statistical measure that the denomina
tion has made significant strides in becoming a racial
ly inclusive church through the elimination of racially 
discriminatory policies and practices, especially at the 
national or General Church level. This is good news. 
The quantity and quality of inclusiveness varies. 
There is, nonetheless, at least an anti-racist institu
tional posture. 

However, Dr. Shopshire's caution must be 
heeded. What he says regarding some of the data 
might well be applied to the overall study. 

Careful study (of the data) is required 
if The United Methodist Church is to be 
thoroughly in touch with what it is say
ing to racial-ethnic minorities. If ... 
viewed with a feeling of self-righteous 
accomplishment ... then they are 
seriously flawed. On the other hand, 
if the patterns are seen as indicative of 
what the Church ought to be doing, 
the constructive consequences of certain 
trends are to be acknowledged and 
encouraged. 

However, there is concern that the pattern is 
inconsistent, that the gains may not be permanent 
even at the national levels of the church, and that the 
commitment to such a policy is not uniformly strong, 
even at the General Church level. But even this is not 
the whole story. My observation has not changed 
over the years -- and the data supports me in this 
claim -- that the closer one gets to the local church, 
the more obvious are expressions of racism. And if, 
as we are prone to say, "It hasn't happened until it 
happens at the local church," then the bad news is 
that we have not begun to seriously address the issue 
of racism until it is addressed at the local church lev
el. The data at the Annual Conference level reveals 
considerably less inclusiveness and the local church 
level is almost nil. Sadly, eleven o'clock Sunday 
morning is still the most segregated hour of the 
week! 

A recent Consultation on an Inclusive Church 
sponsored by the Consultation on Church Union 
produced a report that contains words I believe are 
relevant to us in our predominantly white denomina
tion: 

The hard reality that COCU itself 
faces is that any failure to commit 
itself to an emerging church that 
for swears racism in its own life and 

struggles with racism in American 
culture will result in its demise. 

Indeed, the credibility of predominately white 
churches will be determined by the level of integrity 
in confronting racism. It is both an institutional and 
evangelization issue. 

The bad news in this mid-decade assessment 
is that we have done very little as a denomination to 
address attitudinal and behavioral racism and the 
commitment to combat racism has been largely ig
nored at Annual Conference and local church levels. 
To ignore the racist heart and the racist mind and be
lieve that one will eliminate permanently racist struc
tures is pure folly. This is theologically unsound as 
well, for we are called first and foremost to save per
sons, not institutions! 

Lerone Bennett, a noted historian, said years 
ago something that rings true today: 

"It is fashionable nowadays to think of ra
cism as a vast impersonal system for which no one is 
responsible. But this is still another evasion. Racism 
did not fall from the sky; it was not secreted by in
sects. NO -- racism in America was made by men 
(and women), neighborhood by neighborhood, law 
by law, restrictive covenant by restrictive covenant, 
and deed by deed." 

Seven years ago I called for a twenty-year 
program that would commit the denomination to an 
intentional effort to combat and overcome racism; to 
touch every level of the church and address racism in 
all its forms -- attitudinal, behavioral, institutional. 
An effort that would reach every local church, theo
logical school, hospital, home for children and the 
aged, college, annual conference and General Church 
agency, as well as the leadership from the local 
church down to the Council of Bishops! I still make 
that call today. Without such intentional and compre
hensive efforts, gains made will be lost and we can 
foresee the emergence of a stronger, more en
trenched, albeit subtle, racism throughout the life of 
the Church. 

The bad news is that in many places in the 
church we are already taking giant steps backwards. 
While a decade ago we were seriously grappling with 
racism, there is now only an effort to evade it. Where 
honest, but painful, dialogue was taking place a dec
ade ago, there is little or none today. Where there 
was a commitment to broaden the racial and ethnic 
presence, there is less today. Where there was genu
ine excitement aoout the value of inclusiveness, some 
agencies and institutions have not moved beyond 
where they were five or six years ago. Where there 
was a willingness to examine racism, attitudinal as 

· well as behavioral, there is a growing sense that we 
have done it all and no longer need examination.

And almost nowhere do we hear racism 



preached as sin. How can our people be convicted if 
they do not know the nature of the beast within them 
and in our structures? 

The Good News is that Christ died for us 
while we were yet sinners. Christ died for the racist 
and the anti-racist. The good news is that we must 
share Christ, Christly. That is to say that in our ef
forts to eradicate racism we must not reveal the spirit 
of discord while trying to establish harmony. In our 
efforts to erase racism we are fundamentally trying to 
help all to see Christ more fully. Christ will more 
likely be seen if we are more Christ-like in our ef
forts and methods; we must remember that our object 
is to destroy racism, not the racist. For the racist is 
but a brother or sister who has lost the way. And 
what we say to these brothers and sisters is "Come 
home!" 

Some of you have heard me talk about Will 
Campbell, an earthy, profound man. His most recent 
book is entitled "Forty Acres and A Goat." It is a 
kind of personal reflection on the Civil Rights Move
ment. Some of you would be proud to see the names 
of prominent United Methodists like James Lawson, 
Joseph Lowery -- and my former roommate, Ed 
King, the most committed anti-racist I have ever seen 
and one who today bears the physical scars of that 
commitment, a white Mississippian like none I've 
met before, who is present at this Convocation. 

In the book there is a powerful episode about 
racism and the relationship of the racist to his/her vic
tims. Will Campbell said that in his reading he found 
the following quote by John Ross which perhaps ex
plains the reason the racist finds it difficult to ac
knowledge racism: "The perpetuator of a wrong nev
er forgives his victims." 

Will Campbell says to Jim Lawson: "Is that 
what makes white folks behave like white folks? We 
can't forgive them for what we've done to them? ... 
By the accident of birth, I can't forgive you for a 
wrong I never did to you. And you have to forgive 
me for not forgiving you for something you don't 
need forgiving for." 

My brothers and sisters, the Good News is 
simple. Go from this place and tell white people eve
rywhere the Good News: 

Your sins are forgiven go and sin no 
more! 

Sharon, your sins are forgiven go and sin 
no more!

Joe, your sins are forgiven go and sin no 
more! 

Mary, your sins are forgiven go and sin no 
more! 

Bill, your sins are forgiven go and sin no 
more! 

Nancy, your sins are forgiven go and sin 

no more! 

And I looked and saw a New Earth. 
And I looked and saw a New America. 
And I looked and saw a New United 
Methodism. 

And I looked and there was racism no more. 

Rev. Joseph Agne 

14 Kelly Fitzgerald, ed. Racism: The Church’s Unfinished Agenda, a Journal of the National Convocation on Racism (General 
Commission on Religion and Race, 1987)  Records of the General Commission on Religion and Race, General 
Commission on Archives and History, Madison, NJ 07940



D uring the week of June 16-2 1, I 
along with several other United 
Methodists attended a World 

Council of Churches Consultation on 
Racism in Noordwijkerhout, Lance
laan (Holland). It was my first experi
ence in a conference to examine the 
phenomenon of racism as a world 
issue. 

Participants from across the world, 
representing every continent, were 
present. I was reminded in a most 
dramatic way of the pervasiveness of 
racism . Indeed it was out of thi s 
observation that I found myself em
broiled in a debate with a representa
tive from the Soviet Union . 

I have become convinced that 
racism has the power to transcend all 
forms of barriers . Racism can be found 
in different countries, among different 
races, religions, and political ideolo
gies. There are those who adhere to the 
position that racism can only exist in a 
capitalist system. I disagree! While I 
recognize the historic relationships of 
racism to colonialism and capitalism, I 
have seen racism raise its ugly head in 
some places where it " theoretically" is 
not supposed to be found . Even more 
alarming, we are becoming aware that 
today's oppressed may be tomorrow's 
oppressors! 

The World Consultation on Racism 
observed : 

" l. Racism is still a pervasive, 
world-wide phenomenon . It 
is not confined to certain 
countries or continents." 

"2 . Racism manifests itself in a 
multiplicity of ways on the 
local, national and interna
tional levels. " 

As we in The United Methodist 
Church look to our mission in the 80's 
the issue of race must still be on our 
priority list. It is still the unfinished 
agenda of the Church. 

We United Methodists suffer a 
denominational hazard. We tend to 
think in quadrennia. Programmatic
al ly and organizationally we see 
problems and solutions operating in 
four year cycles. We recognize a 
problem, set our sights in a direction to 
deal with the problem, and in four 
years we believe the problem has been 
solved. So we move on to the next 
problem. 

I 
AM 
A 

MAN 

For the last four years, the church 
and the nation have placed the issue of 
racism on a " back burner." Many 
have concluded that if you didn 't talk 

racism, didn't mention the 
word, it would just fade away. Even 
articles have been written suggesting a 
moratorium on the use of the word . So 
we have seen a nation and a church 
move away from the issue of racism by 
addressing themselves to other or 
related issues. 

As we move into the 80's, and draw 
close to the culmination of this cen
tury, it is necessary to again address 
the issue of rac ism boldly and uncom
promisingly. Unti l racism is taken 
more seriously than we have been 
willing to do as a nation and as a 
church , we will continue to be faced 
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This member of the Ku Klux Klan was arrested in Chattanooga, Tenn., for allegedly 
carrying the components to manufacture bombs. 

with the resurgence of such groups as 
the Ku Klux Klan. We will see 
"Miami" repeating itself. And the 
church will reflect in attitude and 
structure a racism more pervasive and 
demonic than we've known. 

How can the church more effective
ly address the issue of racism in the 
BO's? 

Examine The Theological and Biblical 
Issues Which Speak To Racism 

I believe we in the church have not 
attacked racism as sin. I have talked to 
church leaders, and discovered their 
willingness to see racism as a sociolog
ical issue-some acknowledge it as an 
ethical issue, but very few define it as 

sin. Well, that's what racism is-sin. 
In our local churches, and else

where throughout the church, as we 
seek to lessen and eradicate racism, it 
would be helpful to underscore that 
racism is not just an indication of how 
we view other human beings, but it is 
also indicative of how we view God. 

Racism at its core claims that some 
human beings are more valuable than 
others because of their race. Having 
thus established a hierarchy in the 
human family, privilege and disad
vantage is provided on the basis of race 
or color. In the United States, the 
hierarchy has been established on the 
basis of race and those who are white 
have been defined as superior or more 
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valuable and thereby assigned a place 
of privilege. Persons of other races 
(color) have been assigned a lesser 
place in the hierarchy-opportunities, 
privileges, and advantages have been 
provided accordingly. 

Racism is sin because it questions 
the wisdom of God. It suggests that 
God made a mistake when creating 
persons who are not white-not the 
superior ones. Further, racism is sin 
because it defines some of God's 
children (those who are not white) as 
less valuable than others (those who 
are white). Clearly, the Christian 
perspective proclaims God as good, 
perfect, and wise. We do not serve a 
capriciou , imperfect, bungling deity. 

The World Consultation on Racism 
has rightly pointed out: 

"Every human being, created in 
the image of God, is a person for 
whom Christ has died. Racism, 
which is the use of a person's 
racial origins to determine the 
person's value, is an assault on 
Christ's value and a rejection of 
His sacrifice. Whenever it ap
pears, whether in the individual 
or in the collective, it is sin, and 
must be openly fought by all those 
who are on Christ's side, and by 
the Church as the designated 
vehicle and instrument of Christ's 
purpose in the world." 

How then can we address the sinful 
nature of racism? First I believe those 
responsible for developing our church 
school curriculum and other resources 
throughout the church need to pro
vide materials which helps the church 
understand racism as sin. Such materi
als need to be provided for every age 
level in the church-pre-school to 
senior adults. 

Second, our pastors must begin or in 
some cases reemphasize the sinful 
nature of racism through their preach
ing and teaching. I have been appalled 
at the number of Christians who do not 
see the correlation of their faith to 
racism and racial discrimination. In
deed, some prominent voices in the 
Church Growth Movement, C. Peter 
Wagner and Donald McGavran, have 
suggested that such concerns are really 
"ethical issues" that often cause 
"overloading the gospel with all the 
ethical issues on the agenda of the 
evangelizing culture." (Wagner, Peter 
C., Our Kind of People: The Ethical 
Dimension of Church Growth in 
America, Knox Press, 1979.) 

The acceptance and treatment of 
member of the family of God is not a 
secondary issue but central to an 



understanding and acceptan e of God 
who create and a Lord who sa es. I 
can't love God with all m heart, oul, 
and mind, and reject other per ans 
be ause of the shape of their ey , or 
the te ture of their hair, or the color of 
their skin. The Christian's love of God 
is inextricably tied to hi or her love of 
other human beings. 

All of us need to be brought face to 
face with the theological and biblical 
foundation of our faith as they add res 
and have application to the nature of 
ra i m. 

What I am calling for is a theology 
against racism. The acknowledgment 
of racism as sin is to admit its demoni 
nature. Our attempts to lessen and 
eradicate racism can only be ultimate
ly successful, to the extent that we 
recognize this is a spiritual as well as 
an ethical battle. It is a battle not only 
against institutions, but against behav
ior, and attitudes which create, main
tain, and have need of racism. 

let's Begin a Twenty Year Program 
Responding to the World Council of 

Churches Call for a Program to 
Eradicate Racism During the 80's. 

If the United Methodist Church 
through its local churches, annual 
conferences, general boards, agencies 
and council would commit them
selves to work towards the eradication 
of racism, significant progress toward 
that goal could be achieved. If for the 
next twenty years, the whole denomi
nation would be sensitive to identify
ing and eliminating racism (attitudin
al, behavioral, and institutional), what 
changes could take place. What I am 
calling for is not a new quadrennial 
emphasis or priority, but a new 
commitment by the total church to 
deal forthrightly with racism once and 
for all. Such an effort would not take 
the place of what the Church is doing 
in response to other critical issues like 
hunger, ecological conservation, sex
ism, strengthening the ethnic minority 
local church, or ministry to and with 
persons with handicapping condi
tions. Rather, it is to eradicate racism 
wherever it is found, even when it 
exists within these other critical issues. 

UM Bishop D. Frederick Wertz expresses his support to Sioux chief Ernie Peters 
during "The Longest Walk" to protest anti-Native American legislation. 

Such a commitment for the next 
twenty years would touch every level 
of the churches' life-local church, 
theological institutions, hospitals, 
homes and colleges, annual confer
ences and general church structures, 
leadership-laity and clergy. I would 
therefore propose that: 

1 . All congregations, conferences 
and general church agencies partici
pate in a "Service of Repentance, 
Self-Examination, and Commitment" 
as they seek to identify the evils of 
racism and commit themselves to the 
eradication of all forms of racism-in
stitutional, behavioral, and attitudin
al. 

2. All conferences and general
agencies and local congregations ex
amine their structures and organiza
tions, policies and programs, to deter
mine if there are "Indicators of Rac
ism" present and operative. They 
might review the Board of Global 
Ministries' program to combat institu
tional racism as a possible model and 
develop ways by which such racism 
can be eliminated. 

"We in 

the church 

have not 

attacked 

racism 
. "

as sin. 
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"What I am 
calling for is 

a new commitment 
by the total 

church to deal 
forthrightly 
with racism 

once and 
for all." 

(Top) Harr Ho ier, known 
as "Bia k Harry," was an 
early Methodist preacher. 
(Below) Bishop F. Herbert 

Skeete is read the charge by 
Bishop James K. Mathews at 

his consecration as bishop. 

3. All conferences and general
agencies and congregations de elop 
procedure and program b hich 
racism can be eradicated and arre ted. 
The General Commission on Religion 
and Race and other appropriate agen
cies should be utilized a re ource to 
assist in such an effort. 

4. Al I congregations, conference
and general agencie study and utilize 
the "Charter for Racial Justice" a one 
means of understanding the scope of 
racism and determining means by 
which it can be eradicated. 

5. All bishop , di rict superinten
dents, pastor and other church lead
ers participate in the program called 
"The Consultation on Racism" pro
vided by the General Cammi sion on 
Religion and Race. 

6. Each conference and general
church agency, and United Methodist 
related institutions, develop a clear 
Affirmative Action po ture, polic , 
and program, so a to in ure and reflect 
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the rich racial and ethnic diversity of 
The United Methodist Church. 

7. Each conference and genera I
church agency examine and e aluate 
the nature of the participation in 
deci ion making by members of racial 
and ethnic minority groups. Where 
appropriate, means should be pro id
ed by which such decision making and 
the sharing of power can be effective I 
increased. 

8. All writers of church publications
and materials at the annual conference 
and general church level read and 
utilize the handbook entitled, The

Elimination of Racist, Sexist, Ageist 
Language. (A ailable through General 
Council on Ministries) 

9. Annual onferences, general
church agencie , and local congrega
tion pro ide opportunities for dia
logue with persons of racial and ethnic 
minority group . 

10. The total hur h vigorou I
upport The i ional Priorit for the 

1981-84 Quadrennium, "The 
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Strengthening and Development of the 
Ethnic Minorit Local Church." 

11. Annual conferences and general
church agencies with funding respon
sibilities be especially sensitive to 
assi t those racial and ethnic minority 
programs and organizations which are 
seeking to make changes in s stems 
which perpetuate racism and oppress
ion. 

The United Methodist Church has 
come a long way in its effort to become 
an inclusi e church. We have 
achie ed ome notable ictories. We 
ha e much to celebrate. But, racism is 
still too apparent at ever le el in the 
life of the church-and as such it still 
remain our unfinished agenda. It ill 
require our Lord who i able to cleanse 
and forgive; change and rene ; heal 
and reconcile. ■ 

\ \ ood, \ \ \ \'hite , General e relcJf\ of 

th Gen ,al Comm, .ion on Rel1�1on and 

R<l e 1 he L n11ed \le1hod,,1 hurch 
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2000 General Conference Act of Repentance 

At General Conference 2000, during a worship service on May 4, United Methodists confessed to 
the sin of racism, particularly in the 19th c. when white Methodists sought to control Black 
Methodists, and called for reconciliation. Representatives from the African Methodist Episcopal 
church, the African Methodist Episcopal Zion church, and the Christian Methodist Episcopal 
church were present during the service. The service did not only focus on past sins of racism but 
on how racism was still ever-present in The United Methodist Church. The end goal of this service 
was for General Conference, which is the only body that can officially speak for the denomination, 
to issue an official acknowledgement and apology for past sins of racism.  

Below is a video of the entire Service of Repentance and Reconciliation. 

Records of the General Conference Collection, General Commission on Archives and 
History, Madison, NJ 07940
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2020 Council of Bishops – Repeating the Call 

The Council of Bishops has been a leading force in the Methodist tradition since 1939. One 
of the main ways that the Council, as a whole, addresses the denomination (and the world at 
large) is via statements. These statements often point the denomination to certain actions 
and are often written in response to historical events, such as the Supreme Court’s 1954 
decision, Brown v. Board of Education, which led to the desegregation of public schools in the 
United States, or more recently to the murder or George Floyd at the hands of police. 
These statements are meant to present a unified response and a unified call to action. But 
these statements often call for action and rarely lead to it. Below are historic statements 
from the Council of Bishops which seek to address racism in some form. 

As you read through keep these questions in mind. What rhetoric is consistent? Were these 
statements followed by any action on the part of the Bishops, annual conferences, local 
churches, or individual (United) Methodists? Do these words spur you to action or leave you 
wanting to see more from the bishops? What type of language or action would encourage 
you?
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In 1954, one of the first responses from the Council of Bishops on a matter relating to race 
was issued after the United States Supreme Court called the segregation of public schools 
unconstitutional. In this ground-breaking decision of Brown v. Board of Education, The 
Methodist Church’s Council of Bishops sought to show their support of desegregation. In 
this response you’ll see how appalled at segregation the bishops are, and yet, they refused to 
recognize their own institutional segregation via the Central Jurisdiction and the harm it 
created.





of President Eisenhower to create a more effective framework 
of international cooperation and understanding. Upon another 
occasion, we applauded his offer to share atoms for peaceful, 
humanitarian purposes. We believe that urgency in such 
cooperation is a signal need of our time. 

We endorse the Refugee Resettlement Program now being 
sponsored by the Methodist Committee for Overseas Relief. 
We appeal to our Methodist people to provide sufficient sponsor
ships to care for the 5000 refugees who constitute our respons
ibility, our of the 209,000 people who are anticipated as seeking 
homes in the United States under the 1953 Rufugee Relief Act. 
We believe that the sponsoring of these families by a church 
or individual Methodists becomes a privilege and a source of 
spiritual joy. 

Finally, we who are the inheritors of the Wesley tradition 
feel the power of a great evangelistic passion. We remember 
that with a Revolution flaming across the Channel, John Wesley 
felt his primary responsibility to be the proclaiming of the 
good news of God in Christ. This has been and is now the supreme 
goal of all our endeavors. Since Methodist union in 1939, the 
Church has grown by nearly two million members. In all our 
history, there has never been a time that our evangelistic programs 
have been more widespread than just now. Yet we take no undue 
satisfaction in our statistical victories, but we seek the 
commitment and devotion which will give us more spiritual power. 
Let us pray humbly that the spiritual children of John Wesley--
the ministers and laymen of The Methodist Church--may make 
their rightful contribution to a dark time which longs for the 
light of Jesus Christ. 

Records of the Council of Bishops Collection, General Commission on 

Archives and History, Madison, NJ 0749
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In 1963, the Council of Bishops released a statement explicitly on “racial tensions.” This 
statement was released in response to the imprisonment of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr 
on April 12, 1963 (Good Friday) in  Birmingham, Alabama. It was during this night in 
prison that King wrote his own call to action, Letter from a Birmingham Jail. Which statement, 
King’s or the Bishops’, calls you to action?
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MESSAGE ON R.ACIAL TENSION

adopted by the
Council of Bishops

The llethodist Church
April 18, L963

San Francisco, California

The council of Bishops of The Methodist church, meetingin san Francisco, wishes to express great concern and regretover the racial tension and violence which have been occurringin our 1and. The position of the church has been repeatedlystated, and is found embodied. in the Book of Disciptine ofthe church, in the resolutions of the General confLrer". onrace. we stand for justice and brotherhood amongi arl_ racesand people.

we are a worrd church and proudly craim all peoples amongour membership, all races under our banner.

We at this time wish particularly to commend. our Methodistminj-sters and laymen of the raci-a11y Lroubled areas of theworrd for the sincere and honest efforts that many have madeand are making to improve relations between the races. westrongry urge that such efforts be continued, with particular
emphasis being given to the right of alr people, of all races,to enjoy ful1 citizenship in this nation lnd- every nation underGod. our hearts go out i-n sympathy to al1 persecuted groups
and to the cause of Christ.

No one has a monopoly on the best methods to attain thegoals aj-med at. our main concern is that we be christian inthis and all other relationships of life.

Records of the Council of Bishops Collection, General Commission on Archives and 
History, Madison, NJ 0749
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By 1985, the General Conference of The UMC did have new initiatives to examine racism in 
the ranks of the denomination, but still, this work was left wanting. Their 1985 statement is 
reprinted below. 

“The Council of Bishops of The United Methodist Church, recognizing that not 
enough progress had been made to eliminate racism, found it necessary to issue 
their Statement in May 1985 titled, 

"Continuing Racism: A Concern of The United 
Methodist Church." 

"Racism is a scourge which plagues all mankind. It determines the relational 
attitudes of masses of people. It is encased in a multitude of systemic and 
institutional forms which give privilege and status to some by the mere accident 
of birth and color, while perpetuating disadvantage to others. To-day there are 
those who would attempt to justify racism on philosophical and theological 
grounds. However defined, it is an offense against humanity and the source of 
untold suffering and oppression. Finally, it is an offense against God the Creator 
who made all people after the divine image. 

"The term "racism" evokes anger, guilt and grief among many persons. 
Unfortunately, we have spent more time defining, debating and defending 
racism than in destroying its root causes. 

"The United Methodist Church can take pride in its pronouncements and in many of 
its 
practices and programs which condemn racism and encourage racial justice. 
Nevertheless, both our faith and the current climate call for renewed concern and 
action if we are to be serious about the demonic nature of racism and the need 
for its destruction. 

"There are signs clearly indicating that consistent concern and action are 
necessary if we are to be faithful to a Gospel that declares that God intends and 
expects justice for all human beings ... In this struggle we understand ourselves 
as being linked with other Christian denominations, councils of churches and 
people of good will; we cannot be effective if we try to act alone. Our call to 
discipleship and our compulsion to be witnesses to what God has done in Jesus 
Christ, motivate this prayerful response to the demonic reality of racism. May this 
ex-pression of concern and commitment be implemented through concrete 
action."  

Council of Bishops

Records of the Council of Bishops Collection, General Commission on Archives 
and History, Madison, NJ 0749
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On June 8, 2020 the Council of Bishops issued its most recent call to Dismantle Racism, 
largely in response to the deaths of Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd. 
Compare the language here to that in the 1985 call.



100 Maryland Avenue NE, Suite 300 
Washington, DC 20002 

202-547-6270

June 8, 2020 

Council of Bishops statement on the Scourge of Racism 

The past few weeks have left many hurt, angry and outraged as we have witnessed 

the deaths of unarmed Black persons at the hands of police and racism; Ahmaud 

Arbery, Breonna Taylor, George Floyd and the countless others whose names are 

known only to mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers and friends.  

Many bishops have worked to amplify and magnify one another’s voices. The 

words of Bishop Bruce Ough, resident Bishop of Minneapolis area, were a clarion 

call to the crisis before us, “There is more than one pandemic ravaging Minnesota 

and our country at this time.  In addition to fighting COVID-19, we are besieged 

by a pandemic of racism, white supremacy, and white on black or brown 

violence.” 

The voice of Bishop LaTrelle Easterling, resident Bishop of the Baltimore-

Washington area, gave power to the realities, “Being Black is not a pre-existing 

condition; being Black is not justification for probable cause; being Black is not to 

be inherently suspicious nor suspect.  Being Black is a gift from Almighty God and 

a manifestation of an aspect of God.”  

These prophetic voices and those of others have provided words when we had 

none.  

As bishops of the United Methodist Church, we ask every United Methodist to 

reclaim their baptismal vows to resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever 

forms they present themselves.  

We ask every United Methodist to name the egregious sin of racism and white 

supremacy and join together to take a stand against the oppression and injustice 

that is killing persons of color. 

As bishops of the whole church we affirm the peaceful protests as a means of 

giving voice where it is needed most.  

We are clear that it is beyond time for all United Methodists to act. It is time to 

use our voices, our pens, our feet and our heart for change.  



We join with other church leaders and boards and agencies of the United Methodist 

Church to add strength to the message that we will no longer remain silent nor 

complicit but must act now!    

As a next faithful step we ask United Methodists to read all they can on the 

subject of anti-racism and engage in conversations with children, youth and 

adults.  Have conversations with coworkers and friends.  These will not be easy 

but they will help us gain a greater appreciation for one another.  In a recent 

podcast, “Unlocking Us,” lecturer, author and podcast host, Brene Brown, hosted 

author, historian and American University professor, Ibram X. Kendi who said, 

“By not running from the books that pain us, we can allow them to transform us.  I 

ran from antiracist books most of my life.  But now I can’t stop running after them 

– scrutinizing myself and my society, and in the process changing both.”  May we

listen not only with our ears but with our hearts and run after books, podcasts and

conversations that transform entire communities.

For at least the next 30 days, we ask every United Methodist everywhere to join 

in prayer at 8:46 a.m. and p.m. for 8 minutes and 46 seconds, the time the officer 

held his knee on George Floyd’s neck. Do this for at least the next 30 days. Pray 

for all persons of color who suffer at the hands of injustice and oppression. Pray 

for our church as we take a stand against racism. Imagine the power of a concert of 

prayer heard around the world. 

And finally, to borrow from Bishop Easterling once again, “The time is now. 

Dismantle the architecture of whiteness and white supremacy; stop creating, 

implementing and supporting policies that perpetuate economic injustice; stop the 

dog-whistle political maneuverings which incite violence against people of color; 

commit to being an anti-racist; stop over-policing Black and brown bodies; stop 

using deadly force in ordinary police interactions with Black and brown people. 

Stop killing us.” 

May the God of Grace and Peace be with you. 

Bishop Cynthia Fierro Harvey 

President - Council of Bishops 

The United Methodist Church  

Records of the Council of Bishops Collection, General Commission on 
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After the June 8, 2020 Council of Bishops statement, a  few bishops, created a video 
calling for action. The video led to the creation of a website and encouraged different 
levels of the United Methodist connection to begin (or continue) anti-racism work. This 
website is still active and updated continuously: https://www.umc.org/en/how-we-
serve/advocating-for-justice/racial-justice/united- against-racism 

Will this renewed effort lead to actual institutional change? 

All of these efforts have led to renewed conversations, book studies, new websites, and many 
interviews with United Methodists. Few have led to substantial change. Why is this? Why 
have United Methodists been willing to talk about race, racism, and white supremacy, but not 
willing to act?  
Part of the lack of change has to do with the hesitancy of white United Methodists who 
refuse to acknowledge the way that they historically and contemporarily participate in racist 
systems that have formed most of modern-societies and our current denominational 
structure. We have to do the hard work of personal and institutional examination of our past 
in order to envision more equitable futures.  
This is where GCAH is seeking to join the conversation. We cannot begin to have honest 
discussions about race until we acknowledge the racist past we have and the way that the 
racism of our fore-Methodists is seeped into our current structures and theologies. It is our 
hope at GCAH, that this workbook and the other resources produced by our commission will 
help guide this effort at the local church, annual conference, and individual level. 

Figure 3: Video Compilation from Council of Bishops in response to the killings of 
Black persons in the Summer of 2020 
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