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You might be interested to know how and why this gathering got started and continues 
as a vital ministry of community engagement made possible by the financial support of 
Grace United Methodist Church.


As a white, male, United Methodist Church pastor of a predominantly white 
congregation a series of events compelled me to make this space available for people 
to listen more deeply to one another’s stories across cultural differences with hope for 
creating more peaceful and just communities.


Nearly 7 years ago now, I was seeing the news of 9 black church members of Mother 
Emmanuel AME Church in Charleston SC murdered in a Bible study by a young white 
Neo-Confederate. I went to St Paul AME in St Augustine for the first time in the 
summer of 2015 to weep and pray at a community wide memorial prayer service led by 
their pastor at the time, Rev. Ron Rawls.


I was seeing the news of Philando Castile and Alton Sterling, unarmed black men shot 
by police in the summer of 2016. That same summer, police officers in Dallas were 
shot. The St Augustine Interfaith Community hosted a community wide prayer vigil at 
Grace UMC and marched to the city plaza as an expression of both grief and solidarity. 
The words of a black emergency room doctor in Dallas continue to reverberate in my 
soul. He said, “I abhor the violence done to these police officers, and until we have an 
honest dialogue about the impact of race in this country, things are never going to get 
better.”


In the summer of 2017 I was seeing the news that protestors at a white nationalist rally 
in Charlottesville, VA were hurt and killed by a white man who intentionally drove his 
car into a crowd of people.


Following this, many cities and towns began publicly raising questions about the 
culture of ongoing oppression and racism experienced by black and brown people in 
our county. Confederate monuments in the center of many towns, most of them 
erected 50 years following the Civil War, were being called into question. Did they 
symbolize a culture intimidation, dehumanization, and terror for people of color? Do 
they belong in the center of our cities and towns, or are they better placed in 
cemeteries where the dead can be remembered but not celebrated as heroes? Pastor 
Ron from St Paul AME began raising these questions publicly with our City leaders 
after the Charlottesville event.


At the time, I stayed out of that discussion. 




At the same time though, during 2017, I was participating in a cohort of UMC clergy 
from the Florida and Georgia Conferences on reconciliation and the role of the church 
in the public square. Throughout that year we met in Orlando (Feb) to talk about the 
church’s response to mass murder at the Pulse nightclub in Orlando where LGBTQ 
persons were targeted in June 2016. We met in Tampa (Aug) Northern Ireland (Oct) and 
finally at Candler School of theology in Atlanta (Feb 2018) to learn and develop strategy 
for ways we would engage in conflict transformation, peace building, justice and 
reconciliation work in our communities. We learned powerful lessons from Rev Dr Gary 
Mason about the church’s role in the peace process in Northern Ireland during each of 
those sessions. The theme that surfaced in my heart was “move closer to people and 
places of conflict, and listen deeply in order to humanize one another.” This is a difficult 
and empowering first step toward peace with justice. 


My conviction was that I was pastoring a predominantly white congregation, and I 
could easily remain silent and uninvolved in addressing the uncomfortable questions 
around ongoing racial oppression that my black colleagues and their congregants were 
experiencing in our city. I could continue to engage in ways that were comfortable for 
me, by serving the homeless together, attending prayer vigils after the next time black 
people were targeted for violence or maybe having a choir concert together. I was 
convicted that a deeper connection and understanding was missing and that this 
deeper connection was what would lead to the kind of change where protests and 
violence would become unnecessary.


My conviction is that when historically excluded groups of people raise their voices in 
protest it is a cry to be heard. Similar to when women protested to get the right to vote 
in the early 1900s realizing they did not have the power to give themselves the right to 
vote, historically excluded people today protest as a way of raising their voice when it 
is continually ignored by those in power. Protest is not an end in itself. It is a means to 
a more important end, having our common humanity and dignity recognized and for all 
people to be included in the decisions that impact their lives.


In February of 2018 I made a personal commitment to reach out regularly to my 
colleague Rev. Ron Rawls at St Paul AME. We had lunch several times and our 
churches planned a choir concert together that spring. I committed to pray for him and 
his ministry as I sought to understand his heart for his congregation and his hopes for 
the black community in St. Augustine.


In May 2018 I shared this on Facebook: “I will be walking with you Saturday, Ron 
Rawls. I will be recognizing the pain and division that these monuments and the events 
they represent have caused my black brothers and sisters. I will be recognizing my own 
complicity in that cause and benefits I have received at the expense of my black 
brothers and sisters, particularly as a southern white man. I will listen, seek first to 
understand before being understood and hope to be an instrument of peace in the 
process. I am thankful for your leadership and hold you and our city in my prayers.”




Less than a month later, at the Florida Annual Conference in June 2018 our lay 
members went to dinner with Carolyn and I to hear Rev F. Willis Johnson speak about 
ways the church can be a resource for hosting difficult conversations about race in our 
community. He had been the pastor of a UMC in Ferguson MO at the time Michael 
Brown was shot by a police officer and his community erupted in violence. And he 
wrote a book called “Holding Up Your Corner: Talking About Race in Your Community” 
which we used as a resource to begin hosting community conversations beginning in 
July 2018 on Tuesdays at 12:00pm.


This quote from Dr Albert Raboteau along with all I have said above captures the hope 
for for my church to host these community conversations. 


What can we do to be instruments of peace and agents of reconciliation?

"The issue of how do we desegregate on a micro level, is I think as important an issue 
and maybe even more important than the larger statements and apologies by [church] 
denominations. That is fine. But it doesn’t necessarily affect the ongoing racial divide 
unless people are meeting in schools, in homes, in work places face-to-face and 
having contact in which their stories can be shared. What we are as a nation is a 
collection of disparate stories, an ever exfoliating set of separate stories and what we 
need to bind us together is to be able to hear the stories of others in face-to-face 
encounter. And that can be sponsored by churches; churches would be a natural place 
to sponsor that kind of face-to face contact. But it’s amazing when I ask the question 
of how many of you really meet regularly and experience the life stories of people who 
come from a different ethnicity than their own. And it is rarer than one might think."


What I’ve noticed in the Community Conversations is that our lives change when we sit 
with one another and converse. When we share our own stories and listen to another. 
Real, honest, vulnerable conversation leads to empathy. It fosters our understanding 
and sharpens our convictions. It breaks down barriers and builds surprising new 
relationships. Conversation leads to change.


I’ve also noticed that setting this kind of space for our community to gather is 
something God has gifted me to do. That being said, I don’t always feel competent to 
do it. I often feel vulnerable and childlike. And I’ve noticed in those moments, I seem to 
have the most power.  I feel joyful when I see the skills people are learning and 
practicing in these conversations, building capacity for addressing a host of other 
variables that threaten to divide our church and community such as, gender, human 
sexuality, age, class, ability, religion, etc.


This work is vital for a church that wants to become "a church for all generations, 
walking in the way of grace, practicing the means of grace, raising up leaders and 
disciples of Jesus for the transformation of the world.” 


All of this has been unfolding as we choose to follow Jesus “into our neighborhood” for 
the work of reconciliation. At times it has been really uncomfortable and I have felt the 
weight of my own vulnerability and need for God’s help. The uncertainty of “how all this 



might turn out” led me to prayer again and again.  In fact, I invited my church to pray 
together to end racism on September 22, 2018 with these words: 


“We cannot be healed of that which we will not acknowledge. We pray to see the ways 
we have distanced ourselves from our sisters and brothers with different skin color 
through a long history of laws, systems and cultural norms that continue to this day. 
We pray to see ways we can close the distance, repair the fractures and share life 
together with equity. We pray for humility and desire to make new history in the historic 
city of St Augustine, serving as an example to the rest of the county.”


I believe God continues to answer that prayer through the ongoing work of Community 
Conversations. Thanks be to God!


