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Holy Conversations about Race: 
A Curriculum for Predominantly White Congregations 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For many, it sounds contradictory: "It seems racist for just White people to get together to talk 
about race. Isn't that segregation?"  
 
The following are important reasons for gathering together as White Christians: 
 
1.  In general, predominantly White churches need to discover the ways we unconsciously 
enact White privilege and place barriers in front of people of color. This is a long, difficult, 
and sometimes painful process. It's helpful to have a space where other White people engaged 
in this learning can both support and challenge us, without having to always subject people of 
color to further trauma or pain as we stumble and make mistakes.  
 
2.  Talking honestly about race with other Whites from our congregation or neighborhood 
gives us hope, helps us grow our understanding, and provides us the strength to stay engaged 
in race relations for the long haul. 
 
3. People of color shouldn't always have to be the ones to educate White people about bias, 
racism and oppression. We White Christians can take responsibility for our own learning 
about racism and uncover our own assumptions about race and ethnicity. 
 
4. Learning how to have more holy conversations about race can sometimes create stress, 
especially with other White friends and family who don’t understand our intent. At the same 
time, Holy Conversations create a holy and safe space where we can get support from people 
who are learning how to think and talk more redemptively.   
 
5. This Holy Conversations curriculum provide a space for us to figure out what it means to 
be White persons who challenge bigotry, bias and prejudice in in all areas of our lives. We 
cannot expect people of color to have all of the answers for how we should transform 
ourselves and our White churches. As White Christians we are well equipped to understand 
what it means to be White in a country that has too often institutionalized racist practices, 
including within and through the Church. 
 
6. This curriculum provides a spiritual laboratory wherein we can begin to practice 
transformative and loving dialogue and learn the skills needed to transform the larger White 
community and Church. 
 
7. We know that this curriculum is not a substitute for multi-racial dialogues between White 

Reading #1 in preparation for Session Two 
 

Why Is This “Holy Conversations” Curriculum Designed for  
White Participants of Predominantly White Congregations? 
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people and people of color.  Learning how to have Holy Conversations and reducing our 
biases and prejudice can help us with these important discussions. 
 
8. People of color who want to work and worship with White people may feel safer within 
and more encouraged by predominantly White congregations which have taken the time to 
learn new and redemptive ways of “seeing,” “hearing,” and “changing.” 
 

(Adapted from the Tulsa YWCA ‘groundwork’s’ “But Why a White Space?”) 
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Reading #2 in preparation for Session Two of “Holy Conversations” 

The First Christian “Holy Conversation about Race:”  
Acts chapter 15:1-18 (GW) 

Some men came from Judea and started to teach believers that people can’t be saved 
unless they are circumcised as Moses’ Teachings require. Paul and Barnabas had a fierce dispute 
with these men. So Paul and Barnabas and some of the others were sent to Jerusalem to see the 
apostles and spiritual leaders about this claim. 

The church sent Paul and Barnabas to Jerusalem. As they were going through Phoenicia 
and Samaria, they told the whole story of how non-Jewish people were turning to God. This 
story brought great joy to all the believers. 

The church in Jerusalem, the apostles, and the spiritual leaders welcomed Paul and 
Barnabas when they arrived. Paul and Barnabas reported everything that God had done through 
them. But some believers from the party of the Pharisees stood up and said, “People who are not 
Jewish must be circumcised and ordered to follow Moses’ Teachings.” 

The apostles and spiritual leaders met to consider this statement. After a lot of debating, 
Peter stood up and said to them, “Brothers, you know what happened some time ago. God chose 
me so that people who aren’t Jewish could hear the Good News and believe. God, who knows 
everyone’s thoughts, showed that he approved of people who aren’t Jewish by giving them the 
Holy Spirit as he gave the Holy Spirit to us. God doesn’t discriminate between Jewish and non-
Jewish people. He has cleansed non-Jewish people through faith as he has cleansed us Jews.  So 
why are you testing God? You’re putting a burden on the disciples, a burden neither our 
ancestors nor we can carry. We certainly believe that the Lord Jesus saves us the same way that 
he saves them—through his kindness.” 

The whole crowd was silent. They listened to Barnabas and Paul tell about all the 
miracles and amazing things that God had done through them among non-Jewish people. 

After they finished speaking, James responded, “Brothers, listen to me. Simon has 
explained how God first showed his concern by taking from non-Jewish people those who would 
honor his name. This agrees with what the prophets said. Scripture says, 

‘Afterwards, I will return. 
I will set up David’s fallen tent again. 
I will restore its ruined places again. 
I will set it up again 
so that the survivors and all the people who aren’t Jewish 

over whom my name is spoken, 
may search for the Lord, declares the Lord. 

He is the one who will do these things that have always been known!’ 
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Mary Hinkle Shore, Pastor of Lutheran Church of the Good Shepherd in 
Brevard, N.C., writes this about Acts 15:1-18*: 

The Scene 

Acts 14 closes with Paul and Barnabas among the believers in Antioch. God 
had opened “A door of faith for the Gentiles,” and Paul and Barnabas share 
this news with the church in Antioch. All is well. 

Acts 15 opens with the news that “certain individuals” from Judea arrived in Antioch. These 
teachers say that Gentile members of the church must be circumcised (and presumably also 
observe the rest of the Law) in order to be saved. The question facing the church is if the saving 
work of Christ is effective for those who are not Jews and who never become law-observant? . . .  

The question inspired “no small dissension and debate” (15:2) in Antioch. When no consensus 
emerged, the church sent Paul, Barnabas, and some of the others to consult with the church 
leaders in Jerusalem. . . . . A few practices worthy of imitation are in evidence. 

How the Church Decides 

The conversation is broadened. The church is local and it is more than just local. A church-sized 
group of Christians is able to decide some things, but sometimes, more voices need to be brought 
into the conversation. The dispute arises in Antioch, and when the dissension escalates, the 
church at Antioch sends its leaders and “some of the others” to Jerusalem. . . . 

Standard divisions are examined. Sometimes a way forward comes through the realization that 
long-standing differences are not necessarily defining differences. “We” thought we were 
different from “them,” but as we get to know each other, we find points of similarity and contact. 
In his speech, Peter works to overcome the “us” (Jews) and “them” (others/Gentiles) distinction. 
God has given Gentiles the Holy Spirit and faith (15:8-9), just as God gave these gifts to those 
Jews who are numbered among believers in Jesus. Moreover, the Jews who believe in Jesus 
believe that they will be saved, not by keeping the Law, but by “the grace of the Lord Jesus.” In 
these ways, there are no distinctions between Jewish and Gentile believers. 

The testimony of experience counts. After Peter’s speech, Barnabas and Paul give an account of 
signs and wonders that have happened in their ministry. These testimonies of the Holy Spirit’s 
actions beyond the Jewish community bear witness to God at work within and among the 
uncircumcised. 

Experience is confirmed by the testimony of Scripture. When it is James’ turn to speak, he 
affirms what Simon Peter has said, and then cites the prophet Amos in agreement with what has 
been said by Peter, Barnabas and Paul. . . .  
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What the Church Decides 

On the basis of a conversation in which both human experience and the witness of Scripture are 
shared, those in Jerusalem conclude that the Gentiles do not need to observe circumcision in 
order to be numbered among the people of God. Those sitting around the table realize that they 
have been the beneficiaries of the wideness of God’s mercy, and they recognize God at work in 
the extending of mercy also to Gentiles. . . . 

Sources of Light 

On the way to the ends of the earth, a church that can see only as far as the headlights has these 
sources of light: 

Scripture. Scripture allows us to describe the character of God and so to recognize God at work 
in the world beyond Scripture. When we are trying to discern a call from God, it helps to 
investigate how what God might be doing in our lives or in the life of our congregation can be 
shown in Scripture as the character of God. 

Experience. As important as the witness of Scripture is, in Acts it is everywhere supplemented 
by experience. Experience and Scripture interpret each other. The experience of God’s Spirit at 
work in unexpected ways (for example, in the life of the Ethiopian eunuch, or the lives of 
Cornelius and his household) changes the long-term direction of the church. 

A Long Conversation. Acts 15 tells the story of a conversation that undoubtedly took time -- 
perhaps decades -- to unfold. While Luke compresses that story, he does not entirely paper over 
difficulties that the earliest Christians faced as they tried to remain faithful to the Spirit’s leading 
all the way to the ends of the earth. Early believers taught various (sometimes contradictory) 
things, and they argued with each other. When they achieved a consensus, it was only after a 
process that took time and required input from multiple voices. By means of scripture, 
experience, and a long conversation about them both, God offers the light needed for the 
church’s whole trip. 

Mary Hinkle Shore, “Commentary on Acts 15:1018,” accessed from 
www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=3042 
 

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER: 
 
1. How do you think your own cultural or ethnic upbringing impacts how you view others 
 who practice the same things that you do, but differently? (Think of child-rearing, yard 
 and home care practices, church liturgies and traditions, and the like). 

2. What principles of “Holy Conversation” discussed in Session One do you see reflected in 
 the actions of the disciples in Acts 15?  What’s missing?  What new ones are found here? 

3. Hinkle describes this process as a “Long Conversation,” possibly lasting for years.  
 This is so different from our “7-second sound-bite win-or-lose” conversations.  Are you 
 willing to try a different way of talking with others about things that matter—even if the 
 outcome might be a long, long way off?  How do you not lose hope? 
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Reading #3 in preparation for Session Two of "Holy Conversations"

Starting to Think and Feel about “Race” and “Racism” 

Since this study focuses on how to have Holy Conversations about race, what IS “race?” And 
what is “racism?”  Following are several ideas about race and racism from diverse sources and 
perspectives.  These quotations only sample the vast range of thoughts within public discussion.  
They are designed for reflection, and some may stir up in you strong emotions.  After each 
selection, pause for a moment to reflect on what you’ve read and to recognize how you feel. 

The word “racist” holds a lot of emotional power. For many  
White people, to be called racist is the ultimate insult. The  
idea that this term might only be applied to Whites becomes  
highly problematic for, after all, can’t people of color be “low- 

   life scum” too? 

. . .  I reply, “The answer depends on your definition of   
racism.” If one defines racism  as racial prejudice, the   
answer is yes. People of color can and do have racial   
prejudices. However, if one defines racism as a system of  
advantage based on race, the answer is no. People of color 
are not racist because they do not systematically benefit  
from racism.   –Beverly D. Tatum 

I use this definition of racism:  a prejudice 
against someone based on race, when those  
prejudices are reinforced by systems of power.  
And this is a definition I recommend you use in 
your day-to-day life if your goal is to reduce  
the systemic harm done to people of color by  
racism in America.  –Ijeoma Oluo 

This is what racism means: we live in a society that continues to be  
divided, and we are, each and every one of us, split in two ourselves.   
When white Christians refuse to hear cries for justice from black and   
brown sisters and brothers, it is one more symptom of the racism that   
has long divided our souls, our congregations, and our nation. When   
middle-class Americans silence the voices of poor black and brown  
people who know from daily experience that race and history still matter,  
our hardness of heart betrays a spiritual sickness that Jesus detected in   
the Pharisees of his own day. We, like them, have turned the gift of God’s  
law against itself. Splitting the good news in two, we refashion it as both  
a shield against God’s grace and a sword to wield against our neighbors.   
We turn God’s good news into our bad news. –Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove 
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Race is a social construction.  Despite myths to the contrary, biologists tell us 
that the only meaningful racial categorization is that of human . . .    
         --Beverly D. Tatum 
 
   Ethnicity refers to the way people identify with each other based on  
   commonalities such as language, history, ancestry, nationality,  
   cuisine, and art. Within the larger framework of “white” we can  
   easily identify dozens of ethnicities. 

 
   Race is different. There is near unanimous scientific agreement that 
   race is a social construct (that is, it is created by human beings, not 
   God) that goes far beyond the scope of what ethnicity describes. 

   --Daniel Hill 
 

 
If you are looking for a simple way to determine if something is 
about race, here are some basic rules. And when I say basic, I 
mean basic. 
 
 1. It is about race if a person of color thinks 
    it is about race. 
 2. It is about race if it disproportionately or 
    differently affects people of color.  
 3. It is about race if it fits into a broader 
    pattern of events that disproportionately or 
    differently affect people of color.  
 
Now, looking at this short list, it’s easy to think -- hey, that 
is far too broad, almost anything can fall under those 
categories! And it’s true, almost anything can fall under these 
categories. Why?  Because race impacts almost every aspect of 
our lives.   -- Ijeoma Oluo 
 
 
Racism is a spiritual problem and how the ongoing support of it  directly defies the heart and 
character of God. We could view the narrative of racial difference from many theological 
angles but at the top of the list is the way it denies the biblical understanding of what it 
means to be human. … In Scripture, the imago Dei [the “image of God”] is applied 
exclusively to humans, highlighting the unique qualities with which we have been divinely 
endowed. 
 
The fact that we recognize racial difference is not the issue. The theological danger comes with 
a system of race that assigns value based on the differences. Assigning value to human beings 
is in direct contradiction to the heart of God and it is a sin of the highest order.  

--Daniel Hill 
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Because our majority culture has tended to think of 
African Americans as inferior, the words we’ve used 
to describe them, no matter how dignified they seem 
when first employed, eventually sound like terms of 
contempt. African Americans react and insist on new 
terminology, which we eventually accept until it too 
seems to connote inferiority.  At the beginning of the 
twentieth century, America’s subordinated race was 
called colored. Later, we came to think of it as Negro, 
first with a lowercase and then with a capital N. It 
was replaced by black, a term that has had a seemingly 
permanent currency.  Today, African American strikes 
us as most appropriate. . . .  

 
This shifting of terminology should not distract us 
from this underlying truth: We have created a caste 
system in this country, African Americans kept exploited 
and geographically separate by racially explicit 
government policies. Although most of these policies are 
now off the books, they have never been remedied and 
their effects endure.    –Richard Rothstein 
 
 
   Today race is no longer considered a valid descriptive category in  
   the natural sciences, yet race has been embraced by marginalized  
   and oppressed groups as a necessary descriptive category for  
   political discourse in order to resist white cultural and political  
   dominance. Fully aware of the temptation every community faces to 
   make a false idol of its ethnic particularity, I nonetheless argue that  
   the Christian church’s response to racism must embrace liberating  
   aspects of the race consciousness movement . . . . 
          --Rubén R. Rodríguez 
 
 
That’s why I so regularly and comfortably repent for the sins of white Christians—both for 
mine and for the sins of my community. It isn’t because I think I’m better than everybody 
else or that I’m trying to prove that some bad white Christians out there need to be 
chastised. I repent all the time because I believe I’m surrounded by the sickness of racism. I 
see the sickness in the ideology of white supremacy and have no doubt that it has infected 
me. I see the sickness in the narrative of racial difference and have no doubt it has infected 
me. I see the sickness of systemic racism and have no doubt that I contribute to it in ways 
I’m not aware of. I’m surrounded by sickness, and I am sick. I am in need of the great 
Physician. It’s the only hope I have to be healthy.  

 
That’s also why I see repentance as the single most important spiritual discipline associated 
with cultural identity development.  I would say that it’s the single most important spiritual 
discipline for white liberation. This new vision of repentance blows up the self-righteousness 
grid and brings forth liberation.   – Daniel Hill 

 

 



B 

EARLY  OKLAHOMA  BLACK  TOWNS WERE SHELTERS AGAINST PREJUDICE

Tle United States acquired the area known as 
e Oklahoma District or Unassigned Lands 
m the Creeks and Seminoles. It was the 

ent of the government to use the Oklahoma 
District as a settlement zone for freedmen of the 

Five Civilized Tribes and Indian Tribes from Kansas 
and other western states and territories. When the 
government opened the Unassigned Lands for set
tlement, blacks came along with the hundreds who 
took part in a dramatic run to stake out a homestead. 
Exactly how many blacks participated in the historic 
run is not known, but when the starting signal 
sounded, they were there on foot and horseback and 
in wagons. More black pioneers joined the 89ers 
when the gove_rnment opened other lands to 
settlement. 

One of the most renowned black leaders who 
labored energetically for an all-black state was 
Edward P. McCabe, former Kansas state auditor. He 
came to Oklahoma in 1889, purchased 160 acres 
near Guthrie, established the township of Langston, 
and became a prominent member in the Oklahoma 
Territory Republican Party. McCabe also started a 
newspaper, the Langston Herald, to promote his 
town. He sent agents into the south to recruit black 
settlers. A goal was that Langston would remain all 
black and titles to the land could never pass into 
white hands. Buoyed by the call from McCabe to 
resettle in this land of opportunity, free of prejudice, 
blacks came to the territories and formed all-black 

towns. Conversely, blacks faced antagonism from 
Indians, while throughout the 1890s, white 
"Boomers" secretly organized chapters of the Ku 
Klux Klan in the fear that black settlers would take 
over the territory. Blacks defended themselves and 
resisted efforts to drive them off. As many as 60 
towns were organized as a shelter against oppression. 
Among them were: Langston City, Boley, Lincoln 
City, Liberty, Wellston, Colony, Ferguson, 
Tallahassee, North Fork Colored, Arkansas Colored, 
Gibson Station, Wybark, Marshalltown, Overton, 
Arcadia Bluff, Brooksville, Gay (Lenton), Lincoln 
(Clearview), Rentiesville, Red Bird, Taft, Bailey, 
Tatums, Wild Cat (Grayson), Foreman, Chase, 
Summit, Lewisville, Vernon, Bookertee and Lima. 

This increased migration fueled a battle between 
Democrats and Republicans for control of the 
Constitutional Convention leading to statehood. 
Most of the settlers, black and white, were 
Republicans. Democrats declared themselves as the 
party of white supremacy. In the end, both parties 
barred blacks from participation. Without its tradi
tional black support, Republicans lost the struggle. 
After statehood, the first law passed, Senate Bill 
One, completely segregated Oklahoma. Klan activ
ity, violence and lynching increased. Until this day, 
as a testament to their early resolve and a dream 
deferred, Oklahoma has more black towns than any 
state in the union. 

Reading #4 in preparation for Session Two of "Holy Conversations"

[Page 4 of A Century of African-American Experience; Greenwood:  Ruins, Resilience and Renaissance.  Don Ross, 2003]
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Reading #5 in preparation for Session Two of “Holy Conversations” 

“Deep Greenwood:” Tulsa’s “Black Wall Street” 
https://blackpast.org/aaw/deep-greenwood-tulsa-oklahoma-1906 

 
 

 
"Image Ownership: Public Domain" 

 
The Greenwood District in Tulsa, Oklahoma, grew into the most famous and prosperous black 
urban community in the United States during the early 1900s. Dubbed the “Negro Wall Street” 
by educator Booker T. Washington, this community had a flourishing population that included 
both a working class and a middle class of prosperous citizens.  
 
After the Civil War, most of the all-black townships that had been established in the United 
States were located in Indian and Oklahoma Territories. One of those townships, Greenwood, 
was created in 1906 by one of Tulsa’s earliest pioneers, O.W. Gurley, who had come from 
Arkansas to Oklahoma in the 1889 Land Rush. A black educator and entrepreneur who gained 
wealth by speculating in land, Gurley purchased forty acres on the northern outskirts of Tulsa, 
which itself had been incorporated only eight years earlier in 1898. Gurley sold his land to 
African Americans who soon developed a small community. Tulsa grew rapidly because of the 
oil boom in the surrounding countryside and by 1910 annexed Greenwood.  
 
During the first two decades of the twentieth century, Greenwood appealed to African American 
southerners migrating to the North and West in hopes of escaping the economic and political 
repression of blacks in the South. Many of them came to Tulsa and soon created a prosperous 
community in segregated Greenwood.   
 
According to 1920 city directories, there were 108 black business establishments including two 
newspapers, 41 groceries and meat markets, 30 cafes and restaurants, and offices for 33 
professionals, including 15 physicians and attorneys in Tulsa’s African American community 
serving the nearly 10,000 residents. Deep Greenwood also had clothing stores, funeral parlors, 
billiard halls, hotels, barbershops, hairdressers, shoemakers, tailors, nightclubs, and two movie 
theaters. Because most white establishments refused to serve African Americans, black 
entrepreneurs held a captive market rich in pent-up demand.   

https://blackpast.org/aaw/deep-greenwood-tulsa-oklahoma-1906


By 1920, the black “Wall Street” also had twenty-two churches and was a center for jazz and 
blues music. It was the place where a young Count Basie first encountered big-band jazz. The 
schools in Greenwood were described as exceptional compared to those in the “white” areas of 
town. Deep Greenwood, as it was now often called, was further advanced economically than 
some of the white areas of Tulsa.   

On May 31, 1921, the Tulsa Riot nearly put an end to the thriving district. An estimated three 
hundred black men, women, and children were killed and thousands severely injured. Most of 
the thirty-five square blocks of Greenwood, both businesses and residential neighborhoods, were 
destroyed by white rioters and nearly ten thousand African Americans, virtually the entire black 
population of Tulsa, was left homeless.  

After the destruction of Greenwood, the city of Tulsa denied aid to the survivors of the riot. 
However, the African American businessmen and residents of Greenwood took it upon 
themselves to rebuild their community, using their own resources and help sent from across the 
United States. By the summer of 1922, more than eighty businesses were again up and running. 

The Tulsa Riot of 1921, although a major setback for Greenwood, was not the event that caused 
the decline in Deep Greenwood’s economy. The national Civil Rights movement of the early 
1960s eventually led to Civil Rights Act of 1964.  As African Americans began to use businesses 
and accommodations throughout Tulsa and move throughout the city, the Greenwood businesses 
began to decline. Urban renewal and freeway construction in Tulsa in the 1960s and 1970s 
accelerated that process.   

Today, Urban Renewal bulldozers have flattened much of Greenwood. However in 1965, 
Edward Goodwin Sr., founder of The Oklahoma Eagle newspaper, opted to purchase a few 
spared blocks of land in order to preserve some of Greenwood’s history. Building the 
Greenwood Cultural Center and rehabilitating the block of land has led to a new life for the 
district. The Cultural Center has hosted eight Jazz and Juneteenth festivals, and helped to not 
only reintroduce the community’s culture but also spread the history of Greenwood.  

Sources: 

Scott Ellsworth, Death in a Promised Land: The Tulsa Race Riot of 1921 (Baton Rouge:     
Louisiana State University Press, 1982); Brandon Weber, “Ever Heard Of ‘Black Wall 
Street’?” Progressive Inc., http://www.progressive.org/news/2016/02/188570/ever-heard-
%E2%80%98black-wall-street%E2%80%99; “Black Wall Street: The True Story,” Black 
Holocaust Society Inc., http://www.blackwallstreet.freeservers.com/The%20Story.htm; 
Greenwood Cultural Center, http://www.greenwoodculturalcenter.com/black-wall-street; 
“Black Wall Street – The Tulsa “Riot” of 1921,” Education for Life Academy, 
http://www.educationforlifeacademy.com/Black_Wall_Street_Study_Guide_EFLA.pdf; J. 
Kavin Ross, “A Conspiracy Of Silence,” This Land, http://thislandpress.com/2011/09/06/a-
conspiracy-of-silence/; Dan Rutherford, “The Glory of Greenwood,” BH Media Group, Inc., 
http://www.tulsaworld.com/archives/the-glory-of-greenwood/article_75801376-0fc8-5525-
aeb3-3eb1d6bc1256.html. Darhian Mills, University of Washington, Seattle  
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