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 I want to thank the WJIECC for inviting me to share a word with you tonight on the topic of Dismantling Racism in the 
United Methodist Church.  I share my words with you as a recently retired pastor whose ministry in the local church, conference, 
and larger denomination has been very much centered in ministries of racial justice and global human rights.  These ministries 
have included work with racial equity issues in public education, policing, housing equity, immigrant rights, LGBTQ inclusion, as 
well as global human rights issues in the Philippines and Palestine.  We have been asked to comment on our perspective on 
racism within the UMC and racism in our society, as well as our calling to the work of dismantling racism.  As a retired clergy, I 
share reflections on my learnings with racial justice ministries and where I believe we can go as a United Methodist Church in 
the Western Jurisdiction.   
 
 In retirement one of my weekly activities is visiting my 99-year-old father.  Yesterday was my time with him.  He was 
21 years old when he and his parents were sent to Topaz, Utah – one of the sites of the mass incarceration of Japanese 
Americans.  My deceased mother’s family was sent to Jerome, Arkansas.   The topic of our conversation turned to the ways in 
which racial discrimination impacted his family – and his appreciation for his parents (my grandparents) for instilling in him an 
ethic of making use of whatever you have in order to survive.   As they were confined behind barbed wire in their own version 
of social quarantine, they did just that – and made use of what they had in order to survive – and after four years of incarceration 
returned back to California to start their life over again.  Interestingly, racism was not talked about much when I was growing 
up, but it was in the room in a non-verbal way.  
 
 The conversation about race opened up in my family when I testified at the Congressional Hearings for the Japanese 
American redress movement in 1981.  My parents were somewhat stunned that the government was holding these hearings, 
and while they declined to testify themselves, they attended each session that was held in San Francisco region.  Seven years 
later, Congress passed the Civil Liberties Act of 1988 apologizing to the Japanese American community and providing monetary 
redress for each survivor of the injustice.  The congressional report cites three factors which led to the mass incarceration.  
These were 1) war hysteria 2) lack of political leadership 3) pre-existing racism against the Japanese people.   In my early 
ministry, I understood that the Civil Liberties Act would not have taken place it were not for the Civil Rights movement led by 
Black Americans.   I also understood that the legislation was not just for Japanese Americans, but was legislation for all 
Americans reminding us that when the toxic combination of war, racism, and political opportunism take place there will be 
collateral damage to vulnerable populations.   
 
 In studying the words and works of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. it was instructive to learn of his naming the triple 
evils of militarism, racism, and poverty.  When King came out against the war in Vietnam a year before his assassination, he was 
connecting the spiritual immorality of war to the immorality of racism at home.  He was also evoking the connection between 
the humanity of the Vietnamese people and the black and brown people at home struggling with poverty, and ironically those 
enlisted as soldiers in the war.  
 
 In January 2019, following the 50th anniversary year of King’s death, Michelle Alexander, the author of “The New Jim 
Crow” – and known for her scholarship on the evolution of the U.S. prison industry as the modern inheritance of the legacy of 
slavery --- wrote an op-ed piece in the New York Times.  Her words honored King’s legacy and called to memory the link between 
militarism and racism.  In her op-ed she called for the breaking of silence on the Palestinian struggle for freedom.   She was 
making a direct connection between the humanity of black people struggling with the struggle of incarceration and systemic 
racism to the humanity of Palestinians also struggling with military occupation and systemic racism.   And like King, she pointed 
to the profiteering of militaristic relationship between the U.S. and Israel at the expense of people of color here on our own 
soil.   It has now become known how Israeli military have trained U.S. police departments on militarized tactics – which have 
been used to intimidate and suppress Black Lives Matter protests.   Elbit Systems, the largest military contractor in Israel has 
opened up a U.S. subsidiary and has received contracts from the Department of Homeland Security to build surveillance towers 
in the south west to monitor the movement of migrants coming across the border.   
Sites of the surveillance towers have included incursion on Native American land.  
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These are products which have been tested out on Palestinians in their own homeland, and contracts that we end up paying 
for through our tax money.   
 
 This past year, Congresswoman Barbara Lee, representative of the 13th district in California joined with other 
colleagues in calling for a reduction in our military budget by 10% -- or $74 billion out of a budget of $740 billion – to be re-
distributed for a variety of human needs including the disparate impact of Covid-19 on communities of color.  They knew the 
initiative would not have significant support to actually pass legislation, but was brought up as a way to educate members and 
the public on the disparities in our national budget priorities.   
This action also served to announce their creation of the Defense Spending Reduction Caucus in Congress to work towards 
these objectives.  
 
 What I am suggesting is that in our efforts to advance the work of dismantling racism – that we do so from a global 
context knowing that the world is inter-connected – and that the fight for justice is interconnected just as the roots of injustice 
are inter-connected.  In his letter from the Birmingham Jail, King said, “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.  We 
are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.”   
 
 The good news for us as people of faith, and as United Methodists – is that God’s world is inter-connected and that we 
are a “connectional people” who bear greater fruits when we utilize our connectional system.   In community organizing a word 
that has been often used in recent times is “intersectionality” where we recognize the “indivisibility of justice.”   In our United 
Methodist Church and in our Western Jurisdiction we can work to strengthen our intersectionality through stronger 
connectionality even in times in which our church is fractured.  We have the ability and the opportunity to draw people together 
who are working on different issues of racial and social justice into a better integrated whole in ways that can maximize our 
efforts at dismantling racism.  There are significant ministries taking place throughout our jurisdiction which can draw strength 
from one another if we facilitate convening and networking – and identify the ways in which different ministries intersect with 
one another to advance racial justice.  Such ministries can serve as mentors and models for other congregations that are trying 
to discern how God is calling them forward.  
 
 Intersectionality is what we have been attempting to practice with the Advocacy & Justice Committee of the Cal-
Nevada conference over the past few years leading to a study of the criminalization of children & youth.  The study has 
documented the intersectionality of the detention of children & youth at the border, the school to prison pipeline, and the 
incarceration of Palestinian children & youth.   That study is available here as a resource for ministry.   
 
 When it comes to our efforts to dismantle racism, ultimately ministries will need to be embodied in the hearts, souls, 
and minds of our local congregations.  As we reflect on the scripture text from Matthew 22, we are to love God with all our 
heart, all our soul, and with all our mind, and our neighbor as ourselves.  Our greatest and strongest common asset we have as 
Christians and as people of faith is the transforming love of God that binds us together as kindred spirits and as a covenantal 
people.   
 
 I mentioned the importance of creating better connectionality with existing congregational ministries addressing racial 
justice, but the challenge certainly on everyone’s mind is how to engage the majority of congregations that are currently not 
part of any ministry of racial justice.  It is important to acknowledge that there cannot be a cookier cutter approach to what 
congregations do because we have such diverse experiences around race and racism.   In the jurisdiction are five representative 
ethnic caucuses, and my observation is that there will be different narratives about race and racism, and accompanying 
challenges for each caucus.  And even within those caucuses there will be variant congregational histories, local community 
contexts, and different narratives around race and racism reflecting particular histories.   With white allies, there is also diversity 
of historical contexts, cultures, and local community realities which would naturally impact the starting place for racial justice 
ministry.  As previously mentioned, convening a network of congregations currently engaged with significant racial justice 
ministries can provide models for ministries that others can learn from.   
Seeing examples of what is possible can be a first step in visioning and discerning God’s particular call for a congregation.  
 
I also believe it is possible to embrace “unity” without necessarily requiring “uniformity” in moving deeper in our efforts to 
dismantle racism.   Unity can be experienced if we can collectively recognize that the work of dismantling racism is “essential” 
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ministry, to borrow the phrase now often used in the language and social culture of Covid-19.  Racial justice ministry can and 
should be an “essential” part of congregational theology, spiritual practice, and ministry praxis.  
When our church social principles say that “racism is a sin,” this invites us to engage in continual and ongoing spiritual practices 
in which we confess our particular and peculiar relationship to this sin on a personal and collective level.  Continued self-
examination and confession opens our hearts, souls, and minds to be more conscious of how we may be living in sin.  For people 
of color, the notion of racism being a sin can be a painful reminder of the wounds we still carry in our hearts from the 
accumulated experience of racial victimization and trauma.  In fact, engaging in ministries of racial justice can often trigger 
unhealed grief and past traumas.  But our prayer and spiritual practice around the sin of racism can also be a practice of healing 
and wholeness.  At the same time, it is always important that our spirituality always ask for God’s inspiration in how we might 
be moved by the Holy Spirit in our process of sanctification to be more Christ like in word, deed, and action.  The ministry of 
racial justice is part of what it means to move towards perfection, acknowledging that we are far from perfect in the location 
in which currently reside.   From this vantage point we acknowledge that the ministry of racial justice will be with us as long as 
we live.  It is here that we can also continue to be inspired by those who have gone on before us, as they provide us with 
ancestral wisdom, knowledge, and inspiration – so that we can carry on with humility the task that was begun before we arrived.   
 
 I close with a final thought about how we might frame our ministry of racial justice – as not only an “essential” ministry 
– but as a ministry that is a “holy and sacred offering” to God, for ultimately what we do is on behalf of God and done by the 
grace of God.  And can our offering of racial justice ministry be honored not by how much we do, but by the authenticity of our 
giving, much like the case of the widow in Mark 21?   Can our efforts towards dismantling racism be guided by an ethos of 
offering ourselves in ways that strengthen a collective effort – where everyone’s contribution is expected, valued, and honored 
with no one left behind?  
 
 My faith rooted community organizing instincts say that what is most important in this moment is the facilitation of 
the movement of the Holy Spirit in all levels of engagement, but especially in our congregational and pastoral leadership – even 
in the midst of the complexity of challenges before us – and even in the midst of the ongoing pandemic.  I would suggest that a 
“bottom up” or “grass roots” effort can complement what we already have with the “grass tops” institutional leadership.   I 
know that the Spirit is already moving in and among many of you already.  May those spaces and places be on the increase as 
we follow the inspiration of the Creative Spirit!  
  


