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Holy Conversations about Race: 
A Curriculum for Predominantly White Congregations 

SESSION ONE:  An Introduction to “Holy Conversations” 

 

An introductory word from the Rev. Thomas Hoffmann, author of the curriculum: 

Welcome to this pilot study entitled “Holy Conversations about Race:  A Curriculum for 
Predominantly White Congregations.”   

For the next several weeks, you and a group of others from your church or neighborhood 
will engage in a very difficult but important topic in our society:  race relations.  This curriculum 
offers you a way to understand better yourself, others, and your community.  The goal is to be 
able to reduce a few of the barriers (‘biases”) that we sometimes hold against one another—the 
barriers we know of, and those that are often hidden.   

You are helping to test out a new curriculum that may be able to help your congregation 
and others become more welcoming to persons of color in your neighborhood.  This means that 
your consistent participation in this study as well as your honest evaluations will be crucial for 
improving this experience.  It also means that at times this study may be “rough around the 
edges,” that the curriculum design might not yet be “professional,” or that individual lessons may 
be exchanged or updated during your time together.  Please be flexible and adaptable!  And 
thank you in advance for the gift you are giving to other congregations by being part of this pilot 
program. 

So let’s begin by answering a few questions:  Just what are “Holy Conversations?”  Why 
are they important?  And how do we “converse” together over the next several weeks? 

SESSION ONE GOALS 

Before beginning any part of Session One, 

1. you will have completed your pre-class assessments.  Please let the course leader know if
you have not yet completed these assessments BEFORE starting this study material.

By the end of Session One, 

1. you will be able to explain to someone so mething about the purpose and importance of
“Holy Conversations.”

2. you will have received Session One study m aterials.
3. You will have written with others a group c ovenant to guide your Holy Conversations

during this curriculum

4. You will have received the Readings in prep aration for Session Two.
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Question 1:  What are “Holy Conversations?”  

 First, Holy Conversations are NOT . . .

• traditional religious or interfaith dialogues
• doctrinal lectures;
• debates or arguments;
• opportunities for a soap-box or for pontificating; or,
• passive listening or for “just observing.”

 Rather, Holy Conversations ARE  . . .

A. active, participatory dialogues or conversations around difficult topics that are
guided by the Christian scriptures and disciplines. 

The words of Paul from Colossians 3:12-17 provide a well-formed 
template for Holy Conversations:  

During the next several weeks, other scriptures, Christian teachings and practices 
will continue to guide your understanding of Holy Conversations. 

B. commitments to a mutual covenant of behavior or a set of Christian principles
governing dialogical relationships. 

Since this sounds a bit abstract, let’s look an example of what a “Holy  
Conversations Covenant” might look like.  The following Covenant has been  
adapted from recommendations made by United Methodist Bishop Sally Dyck: 

“12As holy people whom God has chosen and loved, be sympathetic, kind, humble, 
gentle, and patient. 13 Put up with each other, and forgive each other if anyone has a 
complaint. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. 14 Above all, be loving. This ties 
everything together perfectly.  15 Also, let Christ’s peace control you. God has called 
you into this peace by bringing you into one body.  Be thankful. 16 Let Christ’s word 
with all its wisdom and richness live in you.  Use psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs 
to teach and instruct yourselves about God’s kindness.  Sing to God in your hearts.  
17 Everything you say or do should be done in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving 
thanks to God the Father through him." 



Holy Conversations PARTICIPANT’S GUIDE, Session One.  Pg. 3 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

  As a study group, the most important task you have in Session One is to establish  
  your own mutual covenant to guide the next several weeks of your Holy   
  Conversations.  You will be guided in this process toward the end of this session. 

 

 C.  ways to become, not “convinced” by a viewpoint, but rather “changed” by the  
  community.   The name itself says much: “Holy Conversations” can make us  
  more holy by being together.   Dr. Kevin Watson of the Candler School of   
  Theology believes that true Holy Conversations will be achieved only when there  
  is “direct, piercing conversation with other Christians” wherein we are all learning 
  to “walk after the Spirit” to be “filled with faith and the Holy Ghost” and to be  
  better equipped to “watch over one another in love.” 

  Dr. Watson’s comments help us start to answer our next question, “Why are Holy  
  Conversations important?”  But first let’s review: 

  What are Holy Conversations?  Holy Conversations are: 

• conversations guided by scripture and spiritual practice; 
• conversations guided by a mutual covenant; and 
• ways to become spiritually changed together. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As willing participants in these Holy Conversations, we covenant together to:  
 
1. See every person we speak with as a child of God; 
2. Listen before speaking; 
3. Seek first to understand before asking to be understood; 
4. Strive to reflect accurately the views of others; 
5. Disagree without being disagreeable; 
6. Speak honestly, and always with love; 
7. Avoid arguing, debating, or trying to trap each other with words; 
8. Speak about our own beliefs, feelings, and ideas, and never defame  
 anyone else while doing so; 
9. Include God in all our conversations by praying often—personally and  
 corporately, silently and aloud—throughout our times together; and, 
 by daily praying for all those we are conversing with. 
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Question 2.  Why are Holy Conversations important? 

 
 

 A.  Holy Conversation help us experience a true means of experiencing God’s grace.   
 
  We’ve already suggested that the heart of Holy Conversations (also called “Holy  
  Conferencing”) results in a closer walking with God and others on the path of  
  holiness.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
  This is a strong statement!  It elevates Holy Conversation as a primary (that is,  
  a “normative” or “anticipated”) means of experiencing the grace of God.  Because 
  of this, it was an important Christian practice for the early Methodists.  Why,  
  then, have many of us today never even heard of Holy Conferencing or   
  Conversations?  One reason this means of grace has fallen into neglect is that it is  
  very difficult to practice.  (This also may be why a reason why we United   
  Methodists have also often neglected regular fasting or weekly Communion— 
  which are also primary means of grace).  Might not these neglects be to our loss,  
  however, and keep us from walking closer with God and with one another in  
  love?   
 
  John Wesley seemed to think so.  Speaking of those who practiced Holy   
  Conversation, he said, 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

   

“Holy or Christian conferencing is a practice John Wesley included, along with 
prayer, Scripture reading, fasting and the Lord’s Supper, as a way of 
experiencing God’s grace. The roots are biblical. Leaders assert that every 
Christian should practice it, within and beyond the walls of the church.” 

--Dr. Kenneth Watson 

“They who ‘walk after the Spirit’ are also led by him into all holiness of 
conversation. Their speech is ‘always in grace, seasoned with salt’, with the love 
and fear of God. ‘No corrupt communication comes out of their mouth, but (only) 
that which is good; that which is ‘to the use of edifying’, which is ‘meet to minister 
grace to the hearers’. And herein likewise do they exercise themselves day and 
night to do only the things which please God; in all their outward behaviour to 
follow him who ‘left us an example that we might tread in his steps’; in all their 
intercourse with their neighbor to walk in justice, mercy, and truth; and 
‘whatsoever they do’, in every circumstance of life, to ‘do all to the glory of God.’” 
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  Does this quotation describe us? If not, we may need to engage in more Holy  
  Conversation.  The Spirit invites us into Holy Conversations; Holy Conversations  
  then deepen our walk with the Spirit.  How wonderful!  And Wesley’s words tell  
  us that this results not only in “personal” but also “social” holiness, that is,  
  Christians lovingly and courageously entering the public discourse about   
  race, race relations, and other issues that too often polarize our country and  
  paralyze our churches.  

  Which is why Holy Conversations teach us that . . . . 

 
 B.  In our present-day world, we must learn redemptive ways to talk with each  
  other.   
 
  Concerning the public discourse, David Broder with the Washington Post Writers   
  Group published this op-ed in the Chicago Tribune in July of 1994: 
 
 
 
 
 

   

  Although written almost 25 years ago at the time of this curriculum, Broder’s  
  words could’ve been written today.  This means that we have at least an entire  
  generation of adults that has likely never learned how to redemptively talk with  
  each other about the most important issues that impact their lives.  Learning a  
  more sacred and transformative means of discourse seems crucial to our entire  
  societal well-being. 

  Learning redemptive ways to talk with each other is just as needed in our most  
  personal and intimate relationships, as well, including those with our sisters and  
  brothers in the Church.  Psychotherapist Bill Watson with the Rochester Medical  
  Center says that when we find ourselves in a group, most of us experience our  
  emotions as entirely personal or individual.  This may not be the case, however.   
  Watson believes that many times what we are experiencing is a tapping into, even 
  a sharing of, the emotions which others around us are also experiencing.  For  
  example, if we are feeling anxious in a group setting, chances are so is someone  
  else.  Are we angry?  Then someone else is probably fuming, too.  This awareness 
  is more than empathy, Watson says.  It is “visceral” and deeply “connective.” “If  
  we do not recognize that we are linked at a gut level,” says Watson, “it is much  
  easier to speak from separation, from division, from ‘me against you,’ rather than  
  ‘me with you.’”   

“[N]o one is well served by what is happening. The public does not get the basic 
information it needs for citizenship. The government does not get the support it 
deserves when it does what it has been elected to do. And the press finds itself 
drawn into a downward spiral of cheapened values and lost respect.” 
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  If we can learn how to engage others with interest and kindness--even around  
  very difficult issues and different beliefs--then, believes Watson, we discover that 

 

 

 

 

  This happens, says Watson, only when we learn new ways to talk with each other. 

  For the Christian, relationship is everything.  Holy Conversation, then, is never an 
  option for us—it is an imperative.  Holy Conversations help us learn how to better 
  understand ourselves and each other through being together, how to “speak the  
  truth in love,” and how to “bear each other’s burdens.” 

  This means that . . . . 

 
 C.  Holy Conversations can change things, both in us and around us.   
 
  From one Jewish perspective, a Holy Conversation is "the process by which two  
  (or more) persons speak to one another . . . in an atmosphere of trust and respect,  
  each being heard on his or her own terms, each coming away somehow changed  
  from the encounter" (emphasis mine).   

  Change is also a distinguishing mark of Christian Holy Conversations, both at the 
  personal and societal level.  You simply can’t encounter the Holy in your midst  
  without everyone and  everything being somehow changed by the process. 

  This change happens because of a unique three-phase structure that seems to be  
  endemic to most effective Holy Conversations.  Redemptive Holy Conversations  
  begin with a mutual learning about a topic, then move into a mutual reflecting on  
  what is being learned (especially through stories and “witnesses”), and finally  
  commit to acting on any new insights gained.   

  The Women of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America describe these  
  three phases of change using imperatives:  “Contextualize,” “Connect,” and  
  “Advocate.”  Gregory Ellison in his book Fearless Dialogues describes all this  
  simply as “See,” “Hear” and “Change.” 

  See. Hear. Change.  This is what we experience with each other, in our   
  neighborhood, and in our larger world when we faithfully engage in Holy   
  Conversations. I hope you are as excited as I am that we are on this journey  
  together. 

 

others “have much to give me.  They enrich me, they help me cultivate 
humility and empathy, they acquaint me with grief, they join me with the 
suffering of others if I let them, and, if I have eyes to see it, they open a path 
to healing, connection, forgiveness, and peace.” 
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Question 3.  How do we practice “Holy Conversations on Race”                  

over the next several weeks? 
 

 

 A. Through following a structured design.   

  Audience.  This curriculum is written to assist predominantly White   
  congregations, that is, congregations whose average yearly worship attendance is  
  at least 81% White.  Although Holy Conversations are commended to all   
  Christians, and although Holy Conversations are recognized as an effective  
  spiritual practice among other ethnic and multicultural congregations, this   
  curriculum is intentionally written for the White participant within a   
  predominantly White congregation. 

  Format.  Although your group may choose to have a slightly different schedule,  
  this material is designed for eight small group sessions of approximately 45 to  
  60 minutes each.  Studying this curriculum in a “small group” is a necessity so  
  that everyone has a chance to participate in weekly Conversations.  Please be sure 
  everyone is seated in the room in a way so that each one can see everyone   
  else.  One large round table often works great for this!  

  Content.  You will find that sessions two through seven are the heart of this  
  curriculum.  Each of these sessions will present a Focus Experience (often  
  through video  format) for the first ½ of the session, and then allow for group  
  Holy Conversation for the second ½ of the session.  Your Holy Conversations  
  Covenant will help guide your discussions.  Questions related to the week’s theme 
  will be provided at each session to help jump-start the Conversations when  
  necessary. 

  Here’s an overview of all eight sessions: 

• Sessions One (this session):  Introduction and Orientation. will focus on 
taking surveys and completing forms, introducing the curriculum, giving a 
brief overview of the 1921 Race Riot/Massacre, and introducing “Holy 
Conversations.”  You will be offered an opening ritual to invite the grace of 
God and each other’s charity throughout their upcoming eight-week journey. 
 

• Sessions Two and Three:  “Black Wall Street and the Greenwood 
Massacre.” These sessions will emphasize Learning (Contextualize, See).  
For two weeks you will go in-depth into the events surrounding the 1921 
Tulsa Race Riot/Massacre.  Although this is only your beginning for this kind 
of learning, it will ground you in one of the most significant events in the life 
of Tulsa and race relations. 
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• Sessions Four and Five:  “Voices of the Martyrs and the Churches” will 

focus on Reflecting (Connect, Hear).  Here you will have the privilege to 
listen to the accounts of some of the survivors of the 1921 Tulsa Race 
Riot/Massacre.  You will also learn about how some of the churches of that 
time responded to the events that were happening to them and around them.  
 

• Sessions Six and Seven: “Reconciliation, Reparation, and Other Ways of 
Response.”  After journeying this far, how does the person, the community, 
the church respond—to 1921 and to 2019?  The focus here is on Acting 
(Advocate, Change). By the end of Session Seven, students will be asked to 
identify at least one tangible action step, based on insights from class 
participation, that they are willing to take either as individuals or together as a 
faith community. 
 

• Session Eight:  Closing and Debriefing.  This final session invites the 
students to complete closing surveys and to discuss and debrief their total 
experience of the curriculum and its content.  Students will be offered a 
closing ritual to say “Thank you” to God and to each other for their eight-
week journey. 

   Personal Reflection.  Since each weekly session’s time and content are limited,  
   Session Readings are provided to you to expand the varied topics of race and race 
   relations.  The five Readings will include a variety of styles such as meditations,  
   blogs, op-eds, historical insights, definitions, Bible studies, and others.  These can 
   help you to reflect more personally and deeply in preparation for your next  
   week’s Conversation.  We anticipate that these Readings will often become part  
   of your discussions when you gather together, so try not to neglect them. 

 

 B. Through writing and then keeping to a “Holy Conversation Covenant.” 
 

  This is your remaining task for this session.  Your Holy Conversation Covenant  
  will be a group promise to abide by principles and directives to guide your  
  discussions together.  Take about 15 minutes for this exercise in your small  
  group.  The following steps are recommended: 

1. Make sure everyone knows each other’s names in the small group.  Write 
 these names at the top of the newsprint or white board so everyone can see 
 them. 

2. Make sure that everyone understands that for this study a “Holy 
 Conversation Covenant” is defined as “a mutual promise to each other to 
 abide by agreed upon principles and directives during the group sessions.” 
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3. Invite members to turn to pp. 2 in this study.  Ask them to look at  the 
 Colossians 3:12-17 passage while someone reads it slowly out loud.  Then 
 ask for any recommendations for principles or directives for your covenant 
 that are inspired by this passage.  Write those on the newsprint.   

4. Invite members to look at the sample Covenant given on pp. 2-3.  Have 
 someone read this covenant.  Ask the group if any of these principles or 
 directives should be included in your Covenant. 

5. Then ask for any other ideas, Bible passages, etc., that could be helpful to 
 add to your Covenant. 

6. When all contributions are finished, review what you have with your 
 group.  Is everyone satisfied with your list?  Can you combine any ideas 
 (remember:  simpler is better and fewer principles are better than many)?  
 Does anyone object to one or more of them?  If so, cross these out, or try 
 rewording them to find consensus, or put parentheses around it and discuss 
 it again at your next session. 

7. Read through your final list of principles and directives.  Does everyone 
 agree?  If so, all should sign the newsprint as an act of agreement.  Invite 
 someone from the group to put it into a readable document and bring it to 
 your next session.  You might see if your church can make copies for 
 everyone.  Plan to review this covenant at the beginning of every 
 discussion session each week. 

If you’ve made it this far, congratulations!  You’ve already learned much about practicing 
more redemptive, transformative, and Holy Conversations about race. 

 

 
CLOSING REFLECTION VIDEO 

 
Following the closing video presentation, please remain silent and “S-I-T” with yourself.  Ask 
yourself silently:  “In this video, what about it was the   
  most S-urprising?  (that is, something you did not know before)  
  most I-nteresting? (that is, something you want to learn more about) 
  most T-roubling?” (that is, something that raises strong emotions in you) 
 
Jot down a few of your thoughts to these three questions.  You may need to continue your 
reflection at home. After a few moments of silence, your group leader will offer a prayer and 
close Session One with any final comments. 
 

BE SURE TO PICK UP YOUR “SESSION REFLECTIONS” HANDOUTS.   
These will add value to your conversations during Session Two. 

 


