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    United Methodists, like the rest of God’s human family, represent many 
races, colors, cultures, languages, backgrounds and life experiences. We are law 
enforcement officers, teens, people who have been affected by violence, people 
who are fearful, and people who trust in the power of the Holy Spirit to empower 
and transform us.
   In the past year in places like Ferguson, Missouri, and Western Pennsylvania, 
news and social media reports of deadly shootings and violence have reinforced 
racial stereotypes, enflamed passion, and emphasized the need for conversation, 
understanding and change. 
   It is difficult to talk about the complex issues that lead to such violence. For 
some, it is hard to understand how people of color and white people can live 
in the same society, yet have very different experiences with law enforcement, 
with economic institutions, in school systems, and in the church.
   In his State of the Church address at the 2014 Western PA Annual Conference, 
Bishop Thomas J. Bickerton reported that he and his cabinet were dealing with 
three specific cases of “blatant racism” in three separate places. He also noted 
that at least six women pastors were facing the same sort of discrimination. 
   Most in our churches, 
however, would disavow 
the actions described by 
the Bishop and would 
not consider themselves 
racist. Yet, as New York 
Times columnist Nicholas 
Kristof recently wrote: 
Research in the last couple 
of decades suggests that the 
problem is not so much overt 
racists. Rather, the larger 
problem is a broad swath 
of people who consider 
themselves enlightened, who 
intellectually believe in racial equality, who deplore discrimination, yet who harbor 
unconscious attitudes that result in discriminatory policies and behavior.
   Young black men in particular, he noted, suffer from widespread racism and 
stereotyping by all society — including African-Americans themselves.
    People are not born with such attitudes.They are learned, often unconsciously. 
   According to child development experts, children begin to note racial/ethnic 
and gender differences by the time they are two years old. It is important that 
parents, teachers, pastors and other caring adults answer their questions and 
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guide children to understand that God’s people come in many colors, speak 
many languages, and may experience life differently based on historic bias and 
misunderstanding.
   The United Methodist General Commission on Religion and Race (GCORR) 
offers some guidance for parents and church leaders when children ask them 
about racial, ethnic or gender differences:

• Do not gloss over differences. Differences are not negatives; rather, 
it is the inability to respect cultural difference that feeds bias and 
discrimination. Telling kids that, “We’re all exactly the same,” is dishonest; 
they know better. They just may not know why people are sometimes 
treated differently. Tell children that God made people in different colors, 
with diverse hair textures and speaking different languages. Tell them, too, 
that they are beautiful and that other people – who may or may not look 
like them – are beautiful, too, because God says so.

• Give them dolls and action figures portraying people of different races and 
colors – theirs and others. Read children’s books and stories about people 
from a variety of cultural realities.

• Prepare children for cross-cultural life by choosing child care centers, 
schools, social clubs and congregations that include diverse families 
and value the stories of people from other cultures, nationalities, and 
experiences. Make sure they see their parents or grandparents with 
diverse friends and living in a way that affirms all people as valuable.

• Listen and respond appropriately to older children as they see or are 
directly affected by prejudice and discrimination against people because 
of race, ethnicity, nationality, language, gender, ability, or lifestyle.  Explain 
to them that, while God created and loves all people, some people do 
not like those who are different and treat them very badly because of 
prejudice. Offer examples that they can understand. Reinforce your love 
and support and the love and support of the Church as they seek to grow 
into adults who value themselves and others. 

   The transformation of the world begins only when disciples of Jesus 
Christ humbly confess our sins, pray for the leading of the Holy Spirit, and 
courageously address the wounds that divide us. We are called to walk with 
those who are hurting, angry, defensive, outraged, and those who deny the 
idea of racial or socio-economic privilege. We are called to find tangible ways 
to listen and share one another’s story and carry one another’s pain in order 
to fully be the body Christ. Begin the conversation. Get ideas at gcorr.org/
resources/. 

   The Western PA Conference Anti-Racism Team is sponsoring a  2.5-day training 
opportunity, led by Crossroads Antiracism Organizing and Training, on Oct. 10-12 
at the First UMC of Erie. For details, visit wpaumc.org/events. 
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    I bless the Lord who gives me counsel; in the night also my heart instructs me.
-Psalm 16:7, NRSV

   Sally and I recently entertained a very dear friend in our home.  One evening, as 
we were enjoying one another’s company and preparing to watch the news, he said,  
“I haven’t watched the evening news for weeks.  I just haven’t been able to handle 
watching all of the gruesome acts of violence, terrorism, tragedy and natural disaster 
that have been taking place recently.”  
   As I listened, I found myself agreeing with his sentiments. Local and world events 
do indeed seem to be creating “seasons” of gloom, doom, and despair.  Watch the 
local news and you will notice 30 minutes of airtime filled with reports of shootings, 
traffic accidents and other mishaps.  Continue on to the national news shows and 
30 minutes isn’t enough time to cover the situation in the Ukraine; ISIS terrorism; 
protests  in Ferguson, Missouri; iCloud hacking, and Brad and Angelina’s wedding.  
You either become immune to hearing bad news, get tired of it and turn if off, or you 
become consumed by it. 
   The same happens in our churches and in our homes, albeit on a lesser 
scale.  Issues arise within the church and we can’t seem to find our way into joy 
and disciple-making because we are consumed with the latest controversy or 
disagreement.  Harmony is disrupted at home and, before long, the disruption is all 
you can think about and it robs you of the one place where there should be a “refuge 
in the storm.”
   How do we maintain balance in the midst of this onslaught?  How do we sort out 
these events and not let them consume our thinking?  When will we get a break 
from all of this unhappiness and chaos?
   The truth is, we probably will never get a break from it all.  Happiness and peace 
come in the midst of the storm, not in its absence.  Our ability to maintain the 
strength of our witness and the sanity of our being is dependent upon our spiritual 
discipline in the midst of the ongoing realities and unfortunate circumstances of life.
   A child was once told by her father during a concert, “Listen for the flutes in this 
song.  Don’t they sound beautiful?”   The child looked up at her father with a puzzled 
look, “What are flutes, Father?”  
   A child needs to learn what flutes 
sound like on their own, separate 
from the whole orchestra, before she 
can hear them in a symphony.  We, 
as children of God, need to learn 
what the presence of God sounds 
like, separate from the onslaught of 
the world, before we can hear God’s 
presence in the midst of the loud 
roars.  All of that is to say that we 
can never underestimate the need 
for disciples of Christ to simply pull 
away and “breathe in the breath of 
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God.”  How important it is to simply “BE,” to pray, to read the scriptures, to remind 
ourselves of the rhythm of God.  
    Those who successfully achieve that rhythm are those who can hear the sweet 
sound of God’s presence in the midst of chaos.   Have you ever encountered 
someone who  remains centered and at peace in the middle of an argument or 
disagreement?  Have you ever witnessed a person who, in a difficult situation, will 
simply stop the conversation and invite you into a time of prayer?  Have you ever 
found yourself saying, “How can she be so at peace.  I wonder where she gets her 
strength?”
   Our strength is found in the ability to hear the flutes playing in the midst of the 
orchestra, to hear the sound of God in the midst of the storm.  The storms of life will 
continue to rage, but thanks be to God, the “still, small voice of the Lord” will always 
be present to guide us along the way.
   In his book, Listen: Praying in a Noisy World, Bishop Rueben P. Job shares this 
wonderful prayer:

Holy God
of unconditional love
and unlimited presence,
we come to make ourselves fully
available
to you, your will, and your way.
Speak to us gently and clearly,
for we are yours
and desire to hear, understand
and be obedient
to your slightest whisper.
Speak, for we are listening.

    
   May it be so for us, not absent from, but in the midst of, the ongoing saga called life.
   The Journey Continues, ...

The Journey Continues...

Students Use Crowdfunding 
for Zimbabwe Clinics

Two United Methodist college students 
from the Pittsburgh area have launched 
an online crowdfunding campaign 
to raise $30,000 to rebuild the rural 
Nyahuku health clinic in northeastern 
Zimbabwe. Natalie Geer, a junior at 
Ohio Wesleyan College and member of 
St. Paul’s UMC in Allison Park, and Jessi 
Mazzoni, a senior at Allegheny College 
and member of Dutilh UMC, said if 
they reach their goal, they’ll take the 
2014 Pittsburgh Polar Bear Plunge into 
the frigid waters of the Allegheny River 
in December. The campaign launched 
Sept. 8 and runs through Oct. 24.  
Learn more and see a video at wpaumc.
org/news. 

Spark! Youth Weekend

Rush of Fools will be back, comedian 
Bob Stromberg will be there and Reggie 
Dabbs will be the keynote speaker for 
the next SPARK youth weekend, set for 
Jan. 9-11, 2015 at the Sheraton Station 
Square in Pittsburgh. Get the early 
bird discount until Oct. 26!  Details & 
registration at wpaumc.org/youth.

Fire Damages Pittsburgh Church

Fire caused about $1.5 million damage 
to the historic Hill Top UMC in 
Pittsburgh on August 28. “It’s pretty 
devastating, but God is bigger than any 
fire,” said the Rev. Sue Hutchins. The 
fire started while workers were using a 
propane torch on the roof. Repairs are 
underway. Read more at wpaumc.org/
news.


