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Introduction
Thank you for taking the brave step and leading your community in this conversation.
Conversations around our history, or racism, or systems of oppression can be extremely
challenging. As a leader, making time to prepare well for these conversations is important.
The phrase “brave space” or “inviting space” might be more helpful than “safe space”.
Moving beyond where we feel safe and engaging in honest and vulnerable self-reflection
and conversation about race and racism is one part of how we move closer to becoming the
beloved community.

Entering Our Stories of Race is a discussion guide primarily for folks just starting in this
work. The hope is that exploring our own stories will invite curiosity and open conversation
to our wider systems and stories. Individuals who have already engaged these beginning
conversations are encouraged to participate as well, however. It is always good to grow in
our capacity to explore our stories and practice having hard conversations in community.
Folks farther along in this work can be great leaders in modeling curiosity and vulnerability. 
Given the demographics of our synod and our state, the working assumption is that the
majority of participants will be white, though not exclusively. The discussion guide and
journal prompts invite exploration and learning of our stories and histories across
diversities. And we acknowledge that there is a particular responsibility white folks have in
this work. 

It’s not critical that participants fill out every journal reflection. The goal is to engage in self-
reflection and conversation together, to build a space that can hold hard conversations. The
hope is that this reflection guide offers a first (or second or third) step into this critical
conversation and will be a stepping stone to further learning and action.

Prayers and courage for the work.

Contributors
Penny Millspaugh, TEEM Candidate
Deacon Erin Power
Pastor Julie Tillberg
Bishop Tessa Moon Leiseth

Entering Our Stories of Race



About the Discussion Guide
Entering Our Stories of Race was created to be used either digitally or in person and specific
tips for each type of gathering is shared below. The guide includes 4 group sessions and 5
individual journal prompts. Group sessions include a combination of videos, large group
discussion, small group discussion, and communal activities. The hope is that this allows
multiple entry points and engages a variety of learning styles. The group sessions and
journal prompts do build upon one another, so it is encouraged that participants attend all
sessions, or view the video clips on their own time. 

Also included is a community covenant. Groups may use the example or create their own,
but it is strongly recommended that communities name together a covenant or how they
will be in community together. Review the covenant each time the group gathers.
Conversations around race, racism, and history can stir up strong emotions and responses.
Having a shared understanding of expectations is important in how we hold space for
courageous conversations. 
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Print copies of the participant guide or ensure each participant has downloaded the
discussion guide for engaging the journal prompts.

If hosting the conversation in-person, the space will need to accommodate both viewing
videos and breaking into small groups. Sitting in a semi-circle or around table(s) is
preferred over sitting in classroom style rows. This will help facilitate community and
conversation.

If gathering digitally, determine gathering norms and communicate at the beginning
(use of chat, etc.). Ensure break out rooms are ready to go when needed. It can be
helpful to have a co-host to assist with managing breakout rooms and playing videos. 

For both in-person and digital gatherings, create small groups of 3-4 people. Any larger
than that can make it challenging for all to participate. 

Review the community covenant at the beginning of each gathering. Return to the
covenant as needed throughout the discussion.

As facilitator, pay attention to the flow of conversation. There may be times when
conversation needs to be interrupted because it is off track or disruptive. This can be
uncomfortable but necessary for the sake of the whole group. And sometimes, what
appears to be a tangent can be an opportunity for vulnerability or deeper learning! 

Preparing for and Leading Conversation 
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Community Covenant 
This group covenant is a combination of two resources: "Conversation Toward a Social
Statement: Faith, Women, & Sexism", and Dialogues on Race Facilitator Guide. It is not all-
encompassing or the only way of being in community, but does give a common framework
for entering into courageous conversations and covenanting to be in this work together.

Listen respectfully and carefully to others. This is your best way to begin to understand
them and to keep the “public space” of this conversation safe for candid conversation.
Listening helps bring out differences and helps to probe for shared values and positions.

Speak honestly about your thoughts and feelings. Personal thoughts, feelings, values
and experiences are as legitimate a part of the conversation as factual information. 

Speak for yourself, only; use “I-statements” rather than “you-statements.” Likewise, it
is not fair to expect other conversation partners to represent a whole group. Remember
that they are only speaking for themselves. 

Stay open to new perspectives and trust that the Holy Spirit is present in the
conversation. 

Embrace the messiness. These are hard conversations. Expect to be wrong, expect that
others will make mistakes, know that loose ends will be present, and the work will be
unfinished at the end. You are encouraged to ask clarifying questions and disagree while
offering abundant grace as we learn together. 

Attend to your own health and self-care. Make a plan for self-care and time for prayer
throughout the week as we enter into challenging conversation. 

Help keep the discussion focused by sticking to the subject at hand. 

Maintain confidentiality about matters people share with the group. This helps to
build and maintain trust. 

Commit giving and receiving feedback with openness and grace. Work to stay grounded
and open when receiving feedback, using your journal and/or check-in group to process
and unpack. Particularly for white folks: be willing to hold one another accountable in
learning together. In these brave spaces, white folks must point out where privilege and
biases show up for sake of learning and doing better.
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Preparing for the Journey
It has often been said that every journey begins with a single step. Maybe you have been on
this particular journey for a long time, working and seeking to discover what it means for
you to be anti-racist. Maybe you have taken a few tentative baby steps, but you still feel
quite unsure of yourself, and you are here seeking support. Maybe you do not think there is
a racist bone in your body, but your friend or partner convinced you to come along, just for
the fellowship. Maybe you are joining having experienced racism for yourself. Whatever the
reason you are here, we welcome you! This is a journey where we will learn from each
other’s stories. We will share and find that we all came from somewhere. We all have some
biases. We can all grow. And best of all, God loves us all. So, if you are ready…...let’s take
that next…big…step…

Why are you joining in this conversation? What questions are you bringing with you? What
concerns or anxieties? What do you hope to learn? 

Preparing for work
Some of the questions or stories may be challenging or cause strong emotions or reactions.
That is okay and is expected! The key is to notice them and find ways to process them. Find
a piece of twine or yarn. When you notice a reaction, tie a knot in the string. This will help
get it out of your body and remind you of something you want to come back to.
Alternatively, have a blank piece of paper with you for each journal and small group session.
When you hear or read something that challenges you, make a tick mark or even jot down a
few notes to remind you of it later.
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Read through included covenant or create community covenant together. If you decide
to create a new covenant, write it on large post-it's so it's visible to all. Save it to review
each week. If gathering digitally, consider typing in a word doc or google doc, and
sharing your screen so participants can view the created document.

View video from Bishop Tessa Moon Leiseth.

Session 1: Beginning the Journey

Gathering
Welcome participants and share an overview of the curriculum:

For most sections, we will begin by sharing a topic for discussion. Then either as a small group,
pairs or in the large group, you will have time to talk through what you have experienced in that
topic.Topics may be presented through short readings, video clips, audio clips, charts, or other
media. At times, they may be emotional, and some may find them triggering. If that happens and
you feel you need to excuse yourself for a moment or if you need to talk to someone about the
topic privately, let your leader know and they will make that connection for you. At no time will
anyone be forced to share, but we hope that all will feel open to sharing. This is a supportive and
brave place and confidentiality is important. What is said here, stays here. As much as you might
want to share what you have heard, remember that your partner’s story belongs to them. Just as
your story belongs to you. What you can take from here are the new insights and growth in how
you relate to God’s people. If you really need to share, refer people to the next study group so
they can experience what you will. 

You have also been given a journal for this study. It is an important component. Your journal is
your place for you to process what you have heard and felt. It is also a place for you to record
where you might see areas you hope to grow, and to give yourself credit for areas you are doing
great! Please bring your journal each week as well as your Bible and a pen or pencil. 
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Session 1 cont'd.

Dwelling in the Word
It is important to ground this work in scripture. Spend time together reading one or more of
the texts provided. Invite participation using by asking "what do you notice, what do you
wonder?" or another format. A guided Lectio Divina is offered below as an option. 

Now it is time for us to join the conversation. To begin, let's turn to scripture to help us
understand how God, and people of faith through the centuries view family and relationships.
What makes “us” “us.” What pulls us together. What is it that bonds us and unites us? And at the
same time, are there things that separate us and “them”?  If so, what are those things? Are they
set apart by God – or are they created of our own division?To do this, we are going to use an
ancient method of praying through scripture called Lectio Divia. This Latin term literally means
Word Divine. Typically, Lectio Divina is done in four steps: Read (lectio), Reflect (meditatio),
Respond (oratio), and Rest, (contemplatio). We will be doing an adapted vesion of this today.

Lectio Divina #1
From anglicancommunion.com
Rt Rev Stephen Cottrell, Bishop of Chelmsford, England. 

Make sure you are sitting comfortably. Breathe slowly and deeply. Ask God to speak to you
through the passage that you are about to read.

 This is a way of praying that starts with our silence. We often make the mistake of thinking
prayer is about what we say to God. It is actually the other way round. God wants to speak to us.
He will do this through the Scriptures. So don’t worry about what to say. Don’t worry if nothing
jumps out at you at first. God is patient. He will wait for the opportunity to get in. He will give you
a word and lead you to understand its meaning for you today.

First reading of the passage: Listen
As the passage is read listen for a word or phrase that attracts you. Allow it to arise from the
passage as if it is God’s word for you today. Sit in silence repeating the word or phrase in your
head. Then say the word or phrase aloud. 

Second reading of the passage: Ponder 
As the passage is read again ask how this word or phrase speaks to your life and why it has
connected with you. Ponder it carefully. Don’t worry if you get distracted – it may be part of your
response to offer it to God. Sit in silence and then frame a single sentence that begins to say
aloud what this word or phrase says to you. 
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One individual reads the passage slowly.
 Each person identifies the word of phrase that catches their attention (1 minute)
 Each shares the word or phrase around the group (3-5 minutes, no discussion) 
Another person reads the passage slowly (From another translation, if possible)
 Each person identifies where this passage touches their life today (1 minute)
 Each shares (3-5 minutes, no discussion)
 Passage is read a third time (Another reader and translation if possible. Or even
another language)
 Each person names or writes: “From what I’ve heard and shared, what do I believe God
wants me to do or be? Is God inviting me to change in any way? (5 minutes)
 Each shares their answer (5-10 minutes, no discussion) 
Each prays for the person on their right, naming what was shared in other steps. (5
minutes)

Session 1 cont'd.

Third reading of the passage: Pray 
As it is read for the last time ask what Christ is calling from you. What is it that you need to do or
consider or relinquish or take on as a result of what God is saying to you in this word or phrase?
In the silence that follows the reading pray for the grace of the Spirit to plant this word in your
heart.

As a group talk for a few minutes and pray with each other.

Lectio Devina #2
From anglicancommunion.com

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

8.

9.
10.
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Session 1 cont'd.

Ruth 1: 16-17
But Ruth said, 
‘Do not press me to leave you
   or to turn back from following you! 
Where you go, I will go;
   where you lodge, I will lodge; 
your people shall be my people,
   and your God my God.
Where you die, I will die—
   there will I be buried. 
May the Lord do thus and so to me,
   and more as well, 
if even death parts me from you!’

Psalm 115:13-15
he will bless those who fear the Lord,
   both small and great.

May the Lord give you increase,
   both you and your children.
May you be blessed by the Lord,
   who made heaven and earth.

Ephesians 2:19
So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with the saints and also
members of the household of God,
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Session 1 cont'd.

Journal Prompt 1
As time allows, invite participants to spend time with the first journal prompt and break into
small groups to share part of their stories with one another.

Close with prayer and remind folks of the next journal prompt.

Closing Prayer
O God, you have called your servants to ventures of which we cannot see the ending, by
paths as yet untrodden, through perils unknown. Give us faith to go out with good courage,
not knowing where we go, but only that your hand is leading us and your love supporting
us, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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Journal Prompt 1: Who Am I?
This is your chance to tell us your story. Who are you? When were you born? Where? Who
are your parents? Your siblings? What makes you – you? Take a few minutes to jot down
some notes and significant parts of your story. Share with the group as time permits.
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Journal Prompt 2: My Family’s Story 
 
When does your story or your family’s story begin on this land and in this country? How
much do you know about your family history? How accessible is that information? Are there
accurate records? When does your story begin in this state? What are the stories your family
tells about your history? What are the circumstances behind any movement in your family
history? Spend some time with this during the week. Bring a photo or two that shows your
family if you can. Be ready to share your story with the group when we gather again. 
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Have you been impacted by a single story? Have you overcome it? How?

What are some topics that you feel are controversial because of single story limitations? 
What gives rise to the dominance of a single story?
How might we as a church empower truth over single story, even if truth is
controversial?

Session 2: Entering Our Stories

Gathering
Read together the community covenant.

Review Journal Prompt 2. Invite participants to share what emerged from their journaling,
and what questions or wonderings they had from the previous session.

Have you ever thought about how much we rely on story to teach us about things? You were
asked to write about your family’s story last week – but how much would we know about your
family if the only thing you told us was about your little brother?   Or – how strong do you think
your faith would be if the only story you ever heard from the Bible  was Jonah and the Whale?
Nothing about Jesus, or the 10 commandments, or Adam and Eve, only Jonah and the Whale.
Finally, how much do you think you can really know about any group of people if all you ever
have is stories that come from one perspective?

View: The Danger of a Single Story

Large group reflection 

Small group discussion

https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story?language=en
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Session 2 cont'd.

Scripture Reflection
Read the following passage. Explore together the single story, the fuller story, and the truth
that is shared. 

John 8: 1-11 NRSVUE
[Then each went home], while Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. Early in the morning he
came again to the temple. All the people came to him, and he sat down and began to teach
them. The scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman who had been caught in adultery,
and, making her stand before all of them, they said to him, “Teacher, this woman was
caught in the very act of committing adultery. Now in the law Moses commanded us to
stone such women. Now what do you say?” They said this to test him, so that they might
have some charge to bring against him. Jesus bent down and wrote with his finger on the
ground. When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, “Let
anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.” And once again
he bent down and wrote on the ground.  When they heard it, they went away, one by one,
beginning with the elders, and Jesus was left alone with the woman standing before him. 10
Jesus straightened up and said to her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned
you?”  She said, “No one, sir.” And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you. Go your way, and
from now on do not sin again.”

Closing Prayer
O God, you have called your servants to ventures of which we cannot see the ending, by
paths as yet untrodden, through perils unknown. Give us faith to go out with good courage,
not knowing where we go, but only that your hand is leading us and your love supporting
us, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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Journal Prompt 3: Exploring other stories
Review Journal prompt 2. When did your family’s story begin on this land and/or in this
country? Was it the United States yet? What else was going on? Who else was living here?
Who could own land? Who could be a citizen? If you are white, was your family considered
white when they arrived?



Entering Our Stories of Race

What conclusions can you draw about your experience in the ELCA? 
What statements surprised you? 
What statements are missing?

We all have multiple identities that intersect to make us who we are. As you think about
your own identities that make you who you are, how has one or more of your identities
enabled you to experience privilege? 
How has one or more of your identities enabled you to experience oppression?
 What new insight have you gained?

Session 3: Our Experiences

Opening Prayer

Review Journal Prompt 3. Invite participants to share what emerged from their journaling,
and what questions or wonderings they had from the previous session.

Provide copies of “As a European American in the ELCA” Statements (Unpacking White
Privilege- January 17, 2020 – Living Lutheran)

Have participants read through the list of 26 statements from “As a European American in
the ELCA.” Check the ones that are true to their experience. Have them note which ones are
partially true, or not true in their experience. 

After reading the statements, break into small group discussion:

View Intersectionality

Small group discussion

Close with prayer and remind folks of the next journal prompt.

Closing Prayer
O God, you have called your servants to ventures of which we cannot see the ending, by
paths as yet untrodden, through perils unknown. Give us faith to go out with good courage,
not knowing where we go, but only that your hand is leading us and your love supporting
us, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

https://www.livinglutheran.org/2020/01/unpacking-white-privilege/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w6dnj2IyYjE
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Journal Prompt 4a: Beauty, Creation, and Diversity
Take a box of crayons out and find the crayon that matches best your skin tone. What’s it 
called? What is the most beautiful thing you have seen that is that color? Using the empty 
space below, make a picture of it, just for you.
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Journal Prompt 4b:
Who Else Are You?
 Who are you besides the color of your skin? Take a walk listing, one after another, all the 
various identifiers you claim for yourself. Spend a half block or so with each one. Give 
thanks for the layers of who you are and for our creator. Alternatively, write or doodle the 
identifiers in the image below.
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Who is a part of your timeline?
 Who is not?  
Add any new significant dates that came to awareness through the discussion.

Session 4: Creating our Shared Stories

Opening Prayer

Review Journal prompts 1-4.

Large Group/Community Activity: Communal Timeline
Ahead of time: Post a long sheet of butcher paper on a wall or set of tables. Begin the 
timeline with dates, beginning with the arrival of first Europeans arrving in the Americas in 
the 1400s. LIkely there will be more timeline plots from 1800s-present, so you may want to 
make that timeline length larger than pre-1800.

If gathering digitally, invite participants to create their own timelines, or utilize a digital 
timeline tool such as TimeToast or MyHistro to greate a digital communal timeline.

Invite participants to mark on the timeline significant dates from their individual storiesand 
family history.

Next, invite participants to add dates of North Dakota, US, and global history.

Large Group Discussion:

Invite participants to spend time reflecting on the final journal prompt.

Small Group Discussion:
Share one thing from your journey with “Entering Our Stories of Race” that you are grateful 
for, and one thing that challenged you.

Closing Prayer
O God, you have called your servants to ventures of which we cannot see the ending, by 
paths as yet untrodden, through perils unknown. Give us faith to go out with good courage, 
not knowing where we go, but only that your hand is leading us and your love supporting 
us, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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What new information have you learned? 
What surprised you? 
What do you want to know more about? 

Journal Prompt 5:
Reflection on the 4 session journey of “Entering Our Stories of Race”
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Closing Notes and Next Steps
 

We hope this time of conversation, reflection and learning has been challenging, 
transformational, and inviting of continued action and learning. A number of options for next 
steps are available on the Eastern North Dakota website, including the follow up series: 
Exploring our Shared Stories of Race.

If you plan to continue with the next discussion series, be sure to save the timeline you have 
created! It will be used for conversation and learning throughout the sessions.




