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   The Conference Anti-Racism Team 
was formed as a way to put into 
practice an area of focus that the 
2009 Annual Conference committed 
to – dismantling racism.  
   Members of the team are available 
to give presentations or workshops, 
as they did for charge conferences 
in the Franklin District this year. 
“We will continue to share our 
concern and passion for transforming 
ourselves and our institution to 
be anti-racist and to operate with 
anti-racist principles,” team member 
Heather Burtch of Trinity UMC in 
McMurray said in a presentation at 
the 2015 Annual Conference.
   Currently the team is examining the 
issue of bias and what it means for 
the way we make judgements and 
behave in the world. 
   Explicit bias is what we know we 
prefer or feel comfortable with,” 
Burtch explained. “Sometimes we find 
it hard to admit, but if we think about 
it, we know it’s there.  For example, I 
am biased toward chocolate -- always 
believing that the chocolate dessert is 
the best choice.”
   Implicit bias, though, is more 
complicated, she said. It is what 
we unconsciously prefer or feel 
comfortable with.  
   “These biases can affect our 
behavior and judgements without us 
being aware of it,” Burtch explained. 
“In fact, they may be different from 
what we consciously believe or think 
is important.  For example, we may 
believe strongly all people are equal 
in the sight of God and should have 
equal opportunities. But we may have 
an implicit bias that we’re not aware 
of about certain groups -- feeling 
that some are smarter than others, 

more attractive than others, or more 
deserving. 
   “My explicit bias about tattoos is 
changing – as I meet more people 
who have them, I realize that I cannot 
put them all in box or a group where 
they are all the same. This can 
happen with implicit bias, too,” she 
said. 
   “As anti-racists, we want to be 
more aware of our implicit biases 
so that our actions don’t have to be 
controlled by them.”

GET INVOLVED
   In October, the Anti-Racism Team 
will host a one-day workshop in two 
locations on Implicit Bias. Pitt Law 
Professor David Harris, a leading 
national authority on racial profiling, 
will teach the concept of implicit 
bias, its history and how it affects 
contemporary life. He’ll discuss ways 
he teaches people to change their 
behavior as they become aware 
of implicit bias. Join the team at 
Wesbury Community in Meadville on 
October 9 or in the Monroeville area 
on October 10.

Participate in a “Day of Confession, 
Repentance, Prayer and 
Commitment to End Racism” on 
Sunday, Sept. 6, 2015. The African 
Methodist Episcopal Council of 
Bishops has asked every place 
of worship to focus on race and 
“remember that out of one blood, 
God created all of us to dwell 
together in unity.”

Start the Conversation on Racism at 
Your Church!  Find information and 
resources at wpaumc.org/discussingracism.

continued on page 2

Exploring Implicit Bias

   by Bishop Thomas J. Bickerton, Resident Bishop

   I love my job.  I have never felt more in touch with my calling from God than I 
have in this work. Rarely do I consider it a job.  Most mornings I thank God for 
the chance to do what I do. But that changed after June 17. 
   There was a mass shooting, a senseless act of violence, and we are called to 
respond. A young man walked into a house of worship and made his opinion the 
agenda.  Nine people were murdered after spending an hour praying and talking 
with him. Without adequate words or passion, we watched televised reports 
and reverted once again to our standard phrase, 
“Our thoughts and prayers are with the victims 
and their families.”  But that’s not enough.  It’s 
not nearly enough.
   In his initial response, President Obama 
summed it up well, saying that while any death 
is a tragedy and multiple deaths more tragic, 
“There is something particularly heartbreaking 
about the death happening in a place in which 
we seek solace and we seek peace, in a place of 
worship.”
   But he didn’t stop there.  Although our 
President didn’t comment on the details of 
the case initially, he was not constrained in 
describing his emotions: “I’ve had to make 
statements like this too many times,” he said. 
“Communities like this have had to endure 
tragedies like this too many times.”
   He didn’t stop there.  “The fact that this took 
place in a black church obviously also raises 
questions about a dark part of our history, he 
added. “This is not the first time that black 
churches have been attacked.  And we know that 
hatred across races and faiths poses a particular 
threat to our democracy and our ideals.”
   As he spoke, he looked tired.  His voice was weary.  
   I feel that weariness too.
   On the night after the attack, comedian Jon Stewart took to the air on The 
Daily Show.  Usually funny and often irreverent as he discusses people, politics, 
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and culture, that night Stewart was in no 
mood to tell jokes.  He said, “I have one 
job, and it’s a pretty simple job.  I come 
in, in the morning, and we look at the 
news, and I write jokes about it . . . But I 
didn’t do my job today, so I apologize.  I 
got nothing for you, in terms of jokes and 
sounds, because of what happened in 
South Carolina.”

No Mood For Jokes/Just Sadness

   He didn’t stop there.  This comedian 
said, “I honestly have nothing other than 
just sadness once again that we have 
to peer into the abyss of the depraved 
violence that we do to each other and 
the nexus of a just gaping racial wound 
that will not heal, yet we pretend doesn’t 
exist.  And I’m confident, though, that by 
acknowledging 
it, by staring into 
that and seeing 
it for what it is, 
we still won’t do 
(anything about 
it).  Yeah.  That’s 
us.
   He didn’t stop 
there.  He said, “I 
heard someone 
on the news 
say ‘Tragedy 
has visited this 
church.’  This 
wasn’t a tornado.  
This was racist.  This was a guy with 
a Rhodesia badge on his sweater.  You 
know, so the idea that – you know, I hate 
to even use this pun, but this one is black 
and white.  There’s no nuance here.  And 
we’re going to keep pretending like, 
‘I don’t get it.  What happened?  This 
one guy lost his mind.’  We are steeped 
in that culture in this country and we 
refuse to recognize it, and I cannot 
believe how hard people are working to 
discount it.  In South Carolina, the roads 
that black people drive on are named 
for Confederate generals who fought to 
keep black people from being able to 

drive freely on that road.  That’s insanity.  
That’s racial wallpaper.”

Tired of Denial
   As he spoke, he looked tired.  His voice 
was weary.  I feel that same weariness.
   I’ve grown tired of our own version of 
racial denial.  Over the years I’ve heard 
all of the excuses -- from the seemingly 
rational fact that we shouldn’t expect 
a passion to heal racism in Western 
Pennsylvania, where our census data 
shows that we are 98 percent white,  to 
the insane comment that people have 
stopped going to church because they 
don’t like nor understand their pastor’s 
dialect. There are hundreds of other 
excuses.  I’ve grown tired of hearing 
them.  They are racist and they are 
wrong.

   Just because 
we feel a certain 
way doesn’t mean 
that the feeling 
is right. And just 
because we want 
to downplay the 
significance of 
something because 
it makes us feel 
uncomfortable 
doesn’t mean that it 
deserves less than 
our full attention.  
Like a parent who 
corrects her child’s 

bad habits, we must have the courage to 
say, “You’re not going to like it, but you 
need to hear this.”
   I generally have a naïve optimism 
about the church and its people.  They 
claimed me when I wasn’t liked at 
school, loved me when no one else but 
my parents would, and called me in spite 
of my glaring imperfections to serve this 
church as one of its ordained servants.  
I owe my life to this church and these 
people.  As a result, I will defend the 
church when she is attacked by her 
harshest critics.  But, naïve optimism 
aside, I have grown weary because we 
fail to do all in our power to correct an 

evil that exists within the church and our 
communities.  
   I grow weary when we downplay 
racial violence and only give lip service 
to seeking a remedy for a day or two -- 
until another hate crime takes place.
I grow weary, most of all, when we make 
excuses for our attitudes and behaviors 
related to racism.  And, lest you think 
that I’m pointing the finger at someone 
else, I’m also tired of my own reluctance 
to speak out as often as I should.

It’s Not Acceptable
   I am completely dumbfounded as 
to how to solve the issues of racism 
and hate. I just want the racial biases 
within our church to stop.  They are 
not acceptable within God’s church 
and among Christian people.  I long 
for good, well-meaning people within 
a God-blessed church to have the 
courage to address prejudice whenever 
and wherever it rears its ugly head.  To 
laugh at an inappropriate joke or ignore 
a racially biased statement condemns 
us just as much as it does the one who 
says it.  I yearn for love to be the order 
of every day and judgement to be locked 
away in the container where we put 
controversial subjects we don’t want 
to deal with.  We shouldn’t lead with 
judgment.  Never.  We should be leading 
with love.  Always.
   People like Mahatma Ghandi, Martin 
Luther King, and Abraham Lincoln 
were common, ordinary people who 
found a way to embrace courage and 
assume leadership in unacceptable, 
unjust circumstances.  From humble 
beginnings, they became great leaders.  
The very same opportunity lies in front 
of you and me.  The situations we face 
are ugly and painful and uncomfortable.  
They demand leaders who will rise to 
the occasion, face the injustices, and 
speak with courage.  

Replace the Hatred

   I am someone who longs to be a better 
leader in the midst of this weary trail of 

sins of commission and omission. 
   In his eulogy for the Rev. Clementa 
Pinckney on June 26, President Obama 
made grace the central theme: the 
grace family members of the shooting 
victims embodied in expressing 
forgiveness for the killer; the grace 
Charleston and South Carolina displayed 
in coming together in the wake of the 

massacre; and the grace God bestowed 
in transforming a tragedy into an 
occasion for renewal and hope.
   Let’s ask God to forgive our racial 
prejudices and put them away forever. 
Let’s find a way to replace the hatred 
that boils within with a love that will heal 
all wounds.  Let’s ask God to bless us 
with the courage to see and speak out 
against the injustices around us.  
  
     The Journey Continues, . . . 

Charleston Mayor Joe Riley and South Carolina 
Governor Nikki Haley hold hands during a prayer 
vigil for the Emanuel A.M.E. church victims held 
at Morris Brown A.M.E. church. Picture by Mike 
Ledford.


