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Introduction

WHAT IS EMBRACING BELOVED COMMUNITY?

Mennonite Central Committee’s (MCC) Embracing Beloved Community curriculum is a sev-
en-week biblical study for congregational or other group settings. Participants will learn how 
God calls the church to embrace diversity in a radical realization of God’s kingdom through 
equitable, just relationships across differences of race and ethnicity. Referencing Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr.’s vision of the Beloved Community, this curriculum seeks to help the church 
grapple with the sin of racism and the way of Jesus.

The curriculum is written as an in-person rather than virtual study for ease of conversation 
and learning activities. However, congregations are welcome to alter the mode of learning 
to whatever platform best suits their needs. Each session has a focus Scripture and biblical 
reflection, followed by a practical activity designed to help participants experiment with the 
concepts they are reflecting on each week. Facilitators are provided with ideas for worship 
music for use during moments of reflection. Participants are offered journal prompts and 
homework videos for further learning beyond the group setting each week.

WHAT IS THE BELOVED COMMUNITY?

The 20th century philosopher and theologian Josiah Royce (1855-1916) first used the term 
“Beloved Community.” Royce was the founder of the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR), an 
organization whose U.S. chapter worked to end racism, among other things. A member of 
FOR, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. popularized the expression, establishing it as an attainable, 
prophetic vision of what could be achieved through nonviolent action.1 In his Palm Sunday 
sermon delivered at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church on March 22, 1959, Dr. King said, “The 
aftermath of violence is always bitterness; the aftermath of nonviolence is the creation of 
the beloved community so that when the battle is over, it’s over, and a new love and a new 
understanding and a new relationship comes into being between the oppressed and the op-
pressor.”2 For Dr. King, the Beloved Community was an attainable goal through the difficult 
work of reconciliation, redemption and practiced nonviolence.

“Dr. King’s Beloved Community is a global vision, in which all people can share in the 
wealth of the earth. In the Beloved Community, poverty, hunger and homelessness 
will not be tolerated because international standards of human decency will not allow 
it. Racism and all forms of discrimination, bigotry and prejudice will be replaced by an 
all-inclusive spirit of sisterhood and brotherhood. In the Beloved Community, interna-
tional disputes will be resolved by peaceful conflict-resolution and reconciliation of ad-
versaries, instead of military power. Love and trust will triumph over fear and hatred.”3

1 “The Beloved Community,” The King Center, accessed March 2, 2021, thekingcenter.org/about-tkc/
the-king-philosophy/.
2 Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., “Palm Sunday Sermon on Mohandas K. Gandhi,” The Martin Luther King, Jr. Pa-
pers Project, accessed Feb. 17, 2021, okra.stanford.edu/transcription/document_images/Vol05Scans/22Mar1959_
PalmSundaySermononMohandasK.Gandhi,DeliveredAtDext.pdf.
3 “The Beloved Community,” The King Center, accessed March 2, 2021, thekingcenter.org/about-tkc/
the-king-philosophy/.

http://thekingcenter.org/about-tkc/the-king-philosophy/
http://thekingcenter.org/about-tkc/the-king-philosophy/
http://okra.stanford.edu/transcription/document_images/Vol05Scans/22Mar1959_PalmSundaySermononMohandasK.Gandhi,DeliveredAtDext.pdf
http://okra.stanford.edu/transcription/document_images/Vol05Scans/22Mar1959_PalmSundaySermononMohandasK.Gandhi,DeliveredAtDext.pdf
http://thekingcenter.org/about-tkc/the-king-philosophy/
http://thekingcenter.org/about-tkc/the-king-philosophy/
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WHO IS CALLED TO EMBRACE THE BELOVED COMMUNITY?

All followers of Jesus Christ are called to embrace, embody, create and join the Beloved 
Community. As a worldwide ministry of Anabaptist churches sharing God’s love and com-
passion for all, MCC is among these. MCC works with partners to build the Beloved Com-
munity around the world through its work of relief, development and peace in the name 
of Christ. MCC is committed to the work of anti-racism, taking steps to address issues of 
discrimination both within the organization and externally. We recognize that as an organi-
zation, we have work to do to become anti-racist; we know that we don’t fully represent the 
body of Christ. But like so many others, we are laboring on the journey, moving to envision 
and embody the Beloved Community to which God has called us. 

With this curriculum, we invite others to join us on the journey. While we hope that congre-
gations and individuals with varying levels of experience and knowledge can gain from this 
study, the curriculum was developed with those in mind who are closer to the beginning of 
their journeys. 

Likewise, while communities of color may benefit from similar engagement, the curricu-
lum was developed to guide predominantly white audiences who are relatively new to the 
conversation of racism. As participants hopefully will learn along the way, there are deep-
er, far-reaching issues pertaining to racism that must be explored, many of which extend 
beyond this curriculum.

The biblical reflections and session activities in this curriculum were submitted by members 
of the MCC U.S. Anti-racism Advisory Team, listed below. Furthermore, Dina Gonzalez-Piña 
and Jes Stoltzfus Buller served as primary editors of this resource, with support from Mike 
Rea, learning and evaluation (operation principles) coordinator, MCC U.S.; Amber Falcon, 
human resources specialist, MCC Great Lakes; and Ed Nyce, outreach coordinator, MCC 
U.S.

The authors include:

• Jes Stoltzfus Buller, peace education coordinator, MCC U.S.

• Deb King, national thrift shop development coordinator, MCC U.S.

• Krista Dutt, Chicago program coordinator, MCC Great Lakes

• Nate Yoder, former executive director, West Coast MCC

• Hyacinth Stevens, New York program coordinator, MCC East Coast

• Dina Gonzalez-Piña, former ethnicity and gender specialist, MCC U.S., current executive 
director, West Coast MCC

• Andrew Wright, program director, MCC Central States

As MCC U.S., we invite you to join the journey with us by diving into this curriculum, Embrac-
ing Beloved Community. Our prayer is that the Scriptures, activities, discussions and story-
telling contained in these pages will empower individuals and congregations to work toward 
recognizing racism so as to challenge it and embrace the Beloved Community within the 
church and beyond.
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Glossary of 
terms1

 

ACCOUNTABILITY2

In the context of racial equity work, ac-
countability refers to the ways in which 
individuals and communities hold them-
selves to their goals and actions, and 
acknowledge the values and groups to 
which they are responsible.
To be accountable, one must be visible, 
with a transparent agenda and process. 
Invisibility defies examination; it is, in 
fact, employed in order to avoid detec-
tion and examination. Accountability de-
mands commitment. It might be defined 
as “what kicks in when convenience runs 
out.” Accountability requires some sense 
of urgency and becoming a true stake-
holder in the outcome. Accountability 
can be externally imposed (legal or 
organizational requirements), or internal-
ly applied (moral, relational, faith-based, 
or recognized as some combination of 
the two) on a continuum from the insti-
tutional and organizational level to the 
individual level. From a relational point of 
view, accountability is not always doing 
it right. Sometimes it’s really about what 
happens after it’s done wrong.

1 Source: MP Associates, Center for Assessment and Policy Development, and World Trust Educational Ser-
vices, Racial Equity Tools Glossary, December 2020, accessed January 4, 2021, drive.google.com/file/d/1-h0EWx-
qHAZUfheFvuFRtVpEz5ODSxuI6/view. Reprinted with permission. The primary source for each definition is listed 
word for word as appears in the Racial Equity Tools Glossary unless otherwise noted. MCC has added the complete 
links spelled out in full for the benefit of those printing this resource. MCC has added some quotation marks or ital-
ics for some resources for consistency’s sake. Some definitions were paraphrased or updated when included in the 
Racial Equity Tools Glossary and appear here in those paraphrased or updated forms.
2 Source: “Accountability and White Anti-Racist Organizing: Stories from Our Work,” Bonnie Berman Cushing 
with Lila Cabbil, Margery Freeman, Jeff Hitchcock and Kimberly Richards (2010), www.worldcat.org/title/account-
ability-and-white-anti-racist-organizing-stories-from-our-work/oclc/657270796.
3 Source: OpenSource Leadership Strategies, accessed via StudyLib, “The Dynamic System of Power, Privi-
lege and Oppressions,” studylib.net/doc/8339262/power--privilege--and-oppression.
4 Source: Institute for Democratic Renewal and Project Change Anti-Racism Initiative. A Community Builder’s 
Tool Kit, Appendix I (2000), drive.google.com/file/d/1mM2ATbM9aUwBRFxuk7O1hgIjzYYV5IKl/view.
5 Source: Leong Yew, “The Culture of Diasporas in the Postcolonial Web” (quoting Ashcroft et al., Key Con-
cepts in Post-Colonial Studies, www.postcolonialweb.org/diasporas/ashcroft.html, and Cohen, Global Diasporas: An 
Introduction, www.postcolonialweb.org/diasporas/cohen.html).
6 Source: Teaching for Diversity and Social Justice: A Sourcebook, edited by Maurianne Adams, Lee 
Anne Bell, and Pat Griffin (Routledge, 1997), www.amazon.com/Teaching-Diversity-Social-Justice-Maurianne/
dp/041595200X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1374673464&sr=1-1&keywords=teaching+for+diversi-
ty+and+social+justice.

ALLY3

Someone who makes the commitment 
and effort to recognize their privilege 
(based on gender, class, race, sexual 
identity, etc.) and work in solidarity with 
oppressed groups in the struggle for jus-
tice. Allies understand that it is in their 
own interest to end all forms of oppres-
sion, even those from which they may 
benefit in concrete ways.

CULTURE4

A social system of meaning and custom 
that is developed by a group of people to 
assure its adaptation and survival. These 
groups are distinguished by a set of un-
spoken rules that shape values, beliefs, 
habits, patterns of thinking, behaviors 
and styles of communication.

DIASPORA5

Diaspora is “the voluntary or forcible 
movement of peoples from their home-
lands into new regions ... There is a com-
mon element in all forms of diaspora; 
these are people who live outside their 
natal (or imagined natal) territories and 
recognize that their traditional home-
lands are reflected deeply in the lan-
guages they speak, religions they adopt, 
and the cultures they produce.”

ETHNICITY6

A social construct that divides people 
into smaller social groups based on 
characteristics such as shared sense of 

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1-h0EWxqHAZUfheFvuFRtVpEz5ODSxuI6/view
http://drive.google.com/file/d/1-h0EWxqHAZUfheFvuFRtVpEz5ODSxuI6/view
https://www.worldcat.org/title/accountability-and-white-anti-racist-organizing-stories-from-our-work/oclc/657270796
https://www.worldcat.org/title/accountability-and-white-anti-racist-organizing-stories-from-our-work/oclc/657270796
https://studylib.net/doc/8339262/power--privilege--and-oppression
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1mM2ATbM9aUwBRFxuk7O1hgIjzYYV5IKl/view
http://www.postcolonialweb.org/diasporas/ashcroft.html
http://www.postcolonialweb.org/diasporas/cohen.html
http://www.amazon.com/Teaching-Diversity-Social-Justice-Maurianne/dp/041595200X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1374673464&sr=1-1&keywords=teaching+for+diversity+and+social+justice
http://www.amazon.com/Teaching-Diversity-Social-Justice-Maurianne/dp/041595200X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1374673464&sr=1-1&keywords=teaching+for+diversity+and+social+justice
http://www.amazon.com/Teaching-Diversity-Social-Justice-Maurianne/dp/041595200X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1374673464&sr=1-1&keywords=teaching+for+diversity+and+social+justice
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group membership, values, behavioral 
patterns, language, political and eco-
nomic interests, history and ancestral 
geographical base.
Examples of different ethnic groups are: 
Cape Verdean, Haitian, African Ameri-
can (Black); Chinese, Korean, Vietnam-
ese (Asian); Cherokee, Mohawk, Nava-
ho (Native American); Cuban, Mexican, 
Puerto Rican (Latino); Polish, Irish, and 
Swedish (White).

IMPLICIT BIAS7

Also known as unconscious or hidden 
bias, implicit biases are negative asso-
ciations that people unknowingly hold. 
They are expressed automatically, with-
out conscious awareness. Many stud-
ies have indicated that implicit biases 
affect individuals’ attitudes and actions, 
thus creating real-world implications, 
even though individuals may not even 
be aware that those biases exist with-
in themselves. Notably, implicit biases 
have been shown to trump individuals’ 
stated commitments to equality and 
fairness, thereby producing behavior 
that diverges from the explicit attitudes 
that many people profess. The Implicit 
Association Test (IAT) is often used to 
measure implicit biases with regard to 
race, gender, sexual orientation, age, 
religion, and other topics.

MICROAGGRESSION8

The everyday verbal, nonverbal, and 
environmental slights, snubs, or insults, 
whether intentional or unintentional, 
which communicate hostile, derogatory, 
or negative messages to target persons 
based solely upon their marginalized 
group membership.

7 Source: Cheryl Staats, State of the Science Implicit Bias Review 2013, Kirwan Institute, The Ohio State 
University, kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/docs/SOTS-Implicit_Bias.pdf.
8 Source: Derald Wing Sue, PhD, “Microaggressions: More than Just Race” (Psychology Today, 2010), www.
psychologytoday.com/us/blog/microaggressions-in-everyday-life/201011/microaggressions-more-just-race.
9 Source: Race Forward, “Race Reporting Guide” (2015),www.raceforward.org/reporting-guide.
10 Source: Colours of Resistance Archive, “Privilege” (accessed 28 June 2013), www.coloursofresistance.org/
definitions/privilege/.
11 Source: 1-2. PBS, “Race: Power of an Illusion,” www.racepowerofanillusion.org (2018-2019 relaunch of 
2003 series, www.pbs.org/race/001_WhatIsRace/001_00-home.htm). 3. Paul Kivel, Uprooting Racism: How White 
People Can Work for Racial Justice (Gabriola Island, British Columbia: New Society Publishers, 2002), www.world-
cat.org/title/uprooting-racism-how-white-people-can-work-for-racial-justice/oclc/1007646796, page 141.

PEOPLE OF COLOR9

Often the preferred collective term for 
referring to non-White racial groups. 
Racial justice advocates have been 
using the term “people of color” (not to 
be confused with the pejorative “col-
ored people”) since the late 1970s as 
an inclusive and unifying frame across 
different racial groups that are not 
White, to address racial inequities. While 
“people of color” can be a politically 
useful term, and describes people with 
their own attributes (as opposed to what 
they are not, e.g., “non-White”), it is also 
important whenever possible to identify 
people through their own racial/ethnic 
group, as each has its own distinct ex-
perience and meaning and may be more 
appropriate.

PRIVILEGE10

Unearned social power accorded by 
the formal and informal institutions of 
society to ALL members of a dominant 
group (e.g. white privilege, male privi-
lege, etc.). Privilege is usually invisible 
to those who have it because we’re 
taught not to see it, but nevertheless it 
puts them at an advantage over those 
who do not have it.

RACE11

For many people, it comes as a sur-
prise that racial categorization schemes 
were invented by scientists to support 
worldviews that viewed some groups of 
people as superior and some as inferi-
or. There are three important concepts 
linked to this fact:
1. Race is a made-up social construct, 
and not an actual biological fact.
2. Race designations have changed 
over time. Some groups that are consid-
ered “white” in the United States today 

http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/docs/SOTS-Implicit_Bias.pdf
http://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/microaggressions-in-everyday-life/201011/microaggressions-more-just-race
http://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/microaggressions-in-everyday-life/201011/microaggressions-more-just-race
http://www.raceforward.org/reporting-guide
http://www.coloursofresistance.org/definitions/privilege/
http://www.coloursofresistance.org/definitions/privilege/
http://www.racepowerofanillusion.org
http://www.pbs.org/race/001_WhatIsRace/001_00-home.htm
http://www.worldcat.org/title/uprooting-racism-how-white-people-can-work-for-racial-justice/oclc/1007646796
http://www.worldcat.org/title/uprooting-racism-how-white-people-can-work-for-racial-justice/oclc/1007646796
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were considered “non-white” in previous 
eras, in U.S. Census data and in mass 
media and popular culture (for example, 
Irish, Italian and Jewish people).
3. The way in which racial categoriza-
tions are enforced (the shape of rac-
ism) has also changed over time. For 
example, the racial designation of Asian 
American and Pacific Islander changed 
four times in the 19th century. That is, 
they were defined at times as white and 
at other times as not white. Asian Amer-
icans and Pacific Islanders, as designat-
ed groups, have been used by whites 
at different times in history to compete 
with African American labor.

RACIAL JUSTICE12

1. The systematic fair treatment of 
people of all races, resulting in equita-
ble opportunities and outcomes for all. 
Racial justice—or racial equity—goes 
beyond “anti-racism.” It is not just the 
absence of discrimination and inequi-
ties, but also the presence of deliberate 
systems and supports to achieve and 
sustain racial equity through proactive 
and preventative measures.
2. Operationalizing racial justice means 
reimagining and co-creating a just and 
liberated world and includes: 
• Understanding the history of racism 

and the system of white supremacy 
and addressing past harms,

• working in right relationship and 
accountability in an ecosystem (an 
issue, sector, or community ecosys-
tem) for collective change,

• implementing interventions that use 
an intersectional analysis and that 
impact multiple systems,

• centering Blackness and building 
community, cultural, economic, and 
political power of Black, Indigenous, 
and other People of Color (BIPOC), 
and

12 Source: 1. Race Forward: “Race Reporting Guide”(2015), www.raceforward.org/reporting-guide. 2. Maggie 
Potapuchuk, “Operationalizing Racial Justice in Non-Profit Organizations” (MP Associates, 2020), www.mpassoci-
ates.us/uploads/3/7/1/0/37103967/operationalizing_racial_justice_-_np_edition._mpassociates._final_draft_aug_20.
pdf. This definition is based on and expanded from the one described in Rinku Sen and Lori Villarosa, “Grantmaking 
with a Racial Justice Lens: A Practical Guide” (Philanthropic Initiative for Racial Equity, 2019), racialequity.org/grant-
making-with-a-racial-justice-lens/.
13 Source: Sharon Martinas and the Challenging White Supremacy Workshop, 4th revision, (1995), www.cws-
workshop.org.
14 Source: Gita Gulati-Partee and Maggie Potapchuk, “Paying Attention to White Culture and Privilege: A 
Missing Link to Advancing Racial Equity,” (The Foundation Review, Vol. 6: Issue 1, 2014), www.mpassociates.us/
uploads/3/7/1/0/37103967/paying_attention_to_white_culture_and_privilege-_a_missi.pdf.

• applying the practice of love along 
with disruption and resistance to the 
status quo.

WHITE SUPREMACY13

White supremacy is a historically based, 
institutionally perpetuated system of ex-
ploitation and oppression of continents, 
nations and peoples of color by white 
peoples and nations of the European 
continent; for the purpose of maintain-
ing and defending a system of wealth, 
power and privilege.

WHITE SUPREMACY CULTURE14

White Supremacy Culture refers to the 
dominant, unquestioned standards 
of behavior and ways of functioning 
embodied by the vast majority of in-
stitutions in the United States. These 
standards may be seen as mainstream, 
dominant cultural practices; they have 
evolved from the United States’ history 
of white supremacy. Because it is so 
normalized it can be hard to see, which 
only adds to its powerful hold. In many 
ways, it is indistinguishable from what 
we might call U.S. culture or norms – a 
focus on individuals over groups, for 
example, or an emphasis on the written 
word as a form of professional commu-
nication. But it operates in even more 
subtle ways, by actually defining what 
“normal” is – and likewise, what “profes-
sional,” “effective,” or even “good” is. In 
turn, white culture also defines what is 
not good, “at risk,” or “unsustainable.” 
White culture values some ways – ways 
that are more familiar and come more 
naturally to those from a white, west-
ern tradition – of thinking, behaving, 
deciding, and knowing, while devaluing 
or rendering invisible other ways. And it 
does this without ever having to explicit-
ly say so ...

http://www.raceforward.org/reporting-guide
http://www.mpassociates.us/uploads/3/7/1/0/37103967/operationalizing_racial_justice_-_np_edition._mpassociates._final_draft_aug_20.pdf
http://www.mpassociates.us/uploads/3/7/1/0/37103967/operationalizing_racial_justice_-_np_edition._mpassociates._final_draft_aug_20.pdf
http://www.mpassociates.us/uploads/3/7/1/0/37103967/operationalizing_racial_justice_-_np_edition._mpassociates._final_draft_aug_20.pdf
http://racialequity.org/grantmaking-with-a-racial-justice-lens/
http://racialequity.org/grantmaking-with-a-racial-justice-lens/
http://www.cwsworkshop.org
http://www.cwsworkshop.org
http://www.mpassociates.us/uploads/3/7/1/0/37103967/paying_attention_to_white_culture_and_privilege-_a_missi.pdf
http://www.mpassociates.us/uploads/3/7/1/0/37103967/paying_attention_to_white_culture_and_privilege-_a_missi.pdf
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SESSION 1

Understanding 
Beloved 
Community

INTRODUCTION

In this session, participants will establish guidelines for interacting throughout this study. 
Ground rules can help hold the group together in love and respect amid difficult conversa-
tions that may arise throughout this curriculum. The attitudes that Paul outlines in his letter 
to the Colossians summarize how we are called to live and grow together in community. 
These same attitudes will be the foundation for the creation of guidelines that the group can 
agree to practice. Here, participants are invited to a posture of openness and learning as 
they, together, commit to this journey toward Christ’s heart.

OPENING PRAYER  Select a participant to read the following prayer aloud.

 Prayer of Unity1

 God of all people,
 We come here as your beloved children to learn to live in “oneness” as was prayed in
     John 17.
 We ask for open ears to hear what you want us to hear.
 We ask for an open mind to receive truth to displace any lies that exist in us.
 We ask for new eyes to see things from your perspective, not ours.
 And we ask for a tender heart to receive the transforming power of the Holy Spirit.
 We pray for this in the name of Jesus Christ.
 Amen.

FOCUS SCRIPTURES  Colossians 3:12-17; 2 Corinthians 5:17-19 New International Version (NIV)

Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compas-
sion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive one 
another if any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And 
over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.

Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to 
peace. And be thankful. Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly as you teach and 
admonish one another with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit, 
singing to God with gratitude in your hearts. And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, 

1 Prayer adapted with permission from The Neighbor’s Table, Neighborhood Ministries, p. 5; prayer originally 
written by UNDIVIDED. Reprinted with permission from Undivided Church and Neighborhood Ministries.
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do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come. The old has gone, the new is 
here! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the min-
istry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting 
people’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation.

MESSAGE Jes Stoltzfus Buller, peace education coordinator, 
MCC U.S.

Paul’s vision for the church is stunningly beautiful. Co-
lossians 3 is one of many places where Paul names what 
Christian community should look like – people who respect 
one another, who take care of one another, who teach one 
another, forgive one another and love one another. Living 
up to this vision requires significant intentionality, however. 
What does it look like to put on compassion in a world domi-
nated by sin, violence, inequality and hate?

It is exactly in this fallen world, however, that we are called 
as God’s chosen people. In 2 Corinthians 5, Paul commis-
sions us with the ministry of reconciliation. Merriam-Webster 
defines reconciling as restoring harmony. So, if we truly want 
to live as reconcilers, we must go to the places that are in 
discord; the places that are imbalanced, separated and disconnected. It is in these places 
that harmony needs to be restored.

In many ways, these biblical texts can be seen as complementary in outlining our work as 
followers of Christ. Paul gives us the mandate of what to do in 2 Corinthians 5 (minister rec-
onciliation) and how to do it in Colossians 3 (with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness 
and patience). These are the uncomfortable places, though, and too often we avoid them. 
We practice living out Colossians 3 with the people we already agree with – people who look 
and think like us. In 1960, Martin Luther King Jr said, “I think it is one of the tragedies of our 
nation, one of the shameful tragedies, that eleven o’clock on Sunday morning is one of the 
most segregated hours, if not the most segregated hours, in Christian America.”2 Studies 
have shown that the decades have not shifted this pattern far.3

The communities we live and move in (especially including our churches!) are fairly homoge-
neous. The church Christ calls us to build, however, resembles the Beloved Community pro-
posed by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr - a community where all people are respected and cared 
for. Only there are we truly allies of Christ’s work of unity and reconciliation in the world. 

An obvious place where disharmony exists in our lives and in our world is in the conversa-
tion around racism in the U.S. Racism is a tough topic, and one that we often try to avoid 
because talking about it is uncomfortable. Conversations about race can bring up feelings 
of anger, guilt, shame, anxiety and more. While these feelings are normal, they often result 
in our avoidance of the conversation. But if we hope to tackle the sin of inequality, our first 
step of faithfulness must be to address the issue – which this curriculum attempts to help us 
do. As the body of Christ, we must talk about this topic if we truly desire to live out our call 
to reconciliation.

2 The Martin Luther King, Jr. Papers Project, “Interview on ‘Meet the Press,’” April 17, 1960, accessed Aug. 
14, 2020, okra.stanford.edu/transcription/document_images/Vol05Scans/17Apr1960_InterviewonMeetthePress.pdf.  
3 Bob Smietana, “Sunday Morning in America Still Segregated – and That’s OK With Worshipers,” LifeWay 
Research, Jan. 15, 2015, accessed Oct. 9, 2020, lifewayresearch.com/2015/01/15/sunday-morning-in-america-still-
segregated-and-thats-ok-with-worshipers/.

http://okra.stanford.edu/transcription/document_images/Vol05Scans/17Apr1960_InterviewonMeetthePress.pdf
https://lifewayresearch.com/2015/01/15/sunday-morning-in-america-still-segregated-and-thats-ok-with-worshipers/
https://lifewayresearch.com/2015/01/15/sunday-morning-in-america-still-segregated-and-thats-ok-with-worshipers/


10

The church has been too quick to turn a blind eye to the realities of racism in our world. In 
fact, we are taught not to see them – racism is ingrained in the very fabric of our society. It 
is said that it takes 10,000 hours to master a craft. Racism has been the status quo in this 
country for over 450 years (more than four million hours), so we have long since mastered 
the narrative. We cannot underestimate the persistence with which the ways of the world 
sneak into our hearts and minds as we work to follow Jesus. Therefore, we have to come to 
this conversation with a healthy dose of humility, as Paul mentions. We have some re-learn-
ing to do, and it might not be easy, but it is faithful. 

Luckily, we are not alone. We are called to do this work together, in community. We each 
have our own path, but thank God that others are on the road with us! It would be so much 
harder to attempt our own transformation alone. We are supposed to help one another, 
teach one another, learn from one another. We do it together, valuing every person on the 
journey. Each person’s place and pace should be respected. At the same time, it is a path 
of learning – we must enter it with a heart ready to be stretched, changed, molded, trans-
formed. Paul invites us to teach and admonish one another – so we must also be ready to 
call one another out when we see things that do not praise the Maker. 

We do all this – giving and taking admonition as the fellowship of believers – in love. In 
conversations about race, the qualities Paul calls for must be central. Inevitably, there will 
be misunderstanding and miscommunication, for which we must have ample supplies of 
patience and kindness. There will be personal stories of people’s experiences, for which we 
must have compassion and gentleness. We will undoubtedly be offended and feel criticized 
at times, and in these moments, we will need to bear with one another and forgive one an-
other. Love must cover this collective journey.

The result will be worth it. The faithful discernment of and attention to one of the most con-
tentious topics in our lives will allow the church to lead the way in transforming our world, 
taking on “the form of Christ in our racialized society.”4 May we have the strength to do it, 
together.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

?   What practical guidelines can your group put into practice during this study that will 
help embody the Christian community as Paul describes it in Colossians 3? Write them 
down so that everyone can agree on them and keep the list posted throughout the series to 
remind yourselves of what you agreed to uphold.

?   How have you engaged the conversation on racism in the past? How does your per-
sonal journey toward the heart of Jesus reflect this issue?

WORSHIP RESPONSE  Consider playing a song, reading a poem or offering a few moments of 
silence for reflection after the group discussion and before entering into the activity below. The 
following are song options that you might consider given the focus of today’s lesson.5  

 “Together” by Nathan Grieser           “All the People Said Amen” by Matt Maher

4 Drew G. I. Hart, Trouble I’ve Seen: Changing the Way the Church Views Racism, Herald Press, 2016, p. 20.
5 MCC supports the rights of authors and artists. The content you will be accessing is likely proprietary, so 
please only use content that you have permission to use through a license such as Christian Copyright Licensing 
International® (CCLI) or One License, or another subscription service such as Amazon or Apple TV.

Embracing Beloved Community | Understanding Beloved Community
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ACTIVITY  Conversation roundtable 

Conversations about race are difficult.   They “may raise feelings of 
indifference, guilt, shame, and mistrust. These feelings are valid and 
expected, but they often result in avoiding important discussions that 
must occur before race inequity can be addressed.”6 It can be espe-
cially difficult to engage well when the topic pops up in the middle of 
conversations unexpectedly. Embodying the qualities Paul calls for of-
ten proves more difficult in such scenarios. One-on-one conversations 
can be helpful starting places. By addressing the topic with prepara-
tion and intentionality, these isolated conversations can provide are-
nas to practice talking about race in ways that are more empathic and 
effective. In this way, we are able to personify the kind of community 
Paul envisions while we address this difficult topic.

Ask participants to create pairs for one-on-one conversations. Tell them they 
have five minutes to share with one another. Read aloud the first prompt and 
give them time to discuss (both people should share). When finished, have 
them find a new partner for the next question, and so on.

Roundtable prompts:

• Name a time when you felt like an outsider or were considered the “other.”

• Share when and how you first became aware of your own racial identity.

• Tell a story of when you saw an issue of race in a new way and learned something new.

• Share about a situation when you were uncomfortable talking about race (when, where, 
with whom?).

At the end, come together as a large group to discuss. What did participants learn in talking to one 
another? How do these experiences influence the way your group should approach this curricu-
lum?

CLOSING PRAYER Ask a participant to read this prayer aloud.7

O God,
you created all people in your image.
We thank you for the astonishing variety
of races and cultures in this world.
Enrich our lives by ever-widening circles of friendship,
and show us your presence
in those who differ most from us,
until our knowledge of your love is made perfect
in our love for all your children;
through your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

6 Lisa D’Aunno, et al, eds., Toolkit for Courageous Conversations, Aug. 8, 2017, accessed Aug. 12, 2020, 
www.polkdecat.com/Toolkit%20for%20Courageous%20Conversations.pdf.
7 “For the diversity of Races and Cultures,” Lutheran Book of Worship: Minister’s Desk Edition, Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Publishing House, 1978, accessed Nov. 6, 2020, www.faithward.org/prayers-for-racial-harmony/.

Peaceful practices: 
Want to develop more 
skills for engaging 
in interpersonal 
dialogue in healthy 
ways? MCC offers 
training and resources 
(mcc.org/learn/
what/categories/
peacebuilding-
education) for 
practicing basic 
skills of healthy 
conversations 
and conflict 
transformation.

Embracing Beloved Community | Understanding Beloved Community

http://www.polkdecat.com/Toolkit%20for%20Courageous%20Conversations.pdf
https://www.faithward.org/prayers-for-racial-harmony/
http://mcc.org/learn/what/categories/peacebuilding-education
http://mcc.org/learn/what/categories/peacebuilding-education
http://mcc.org/learn/what/categories/peacebuilding-education
http://mcc.org/learn/what/categories/peacebuilding-education
http://mcc.org/learn/what/categories/peacebuilding-education
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GOING DEEPER

This week, as you reflect on and work toward 
embracing Beloved Community, read the sug-
gested resource and reflect with the journal 
response below:

• Spend time reading and reflecting on the 
Glossary of terms on pages 5-7. 

• Journal response: Which of these terms were 
new to you? Which are hard to agree with 
or understand? How do these terms help us 
work at the ministry of reconciliation Paul 
calls us to in 2 Corinthians 5?

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

Embracing Beloved Community | Understanding Beloved Community
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INTRODUCTION

In this session, participants will reflect on God’s intentional, creative, diverse design of the 
world. Using the creation story, participants learn to recognize that diversity is the founda-
tion of God’s spirit and vision for us. Here, participants will be invited to adopt this same 
vision and live into an attitude of love for diversity in their lives.

SESSION 2

And it was 
good

OPENING PRAYER  Select a participant to read the following prayer aloud.

 Prayer of Unity1

 God of all people,
 We come here as your beloved children to learn to live in “oneness” as was prayed in
     John 17.
 We ask for open ears to hear what you want us to hear.
 We ask for an open mind to receive truth to displace any lies that exist in us.
 We ask for new eyes to see things from your perspective, not ours.
 And we ask for a tender heart to receive the transforming power of the Holy Spirit.
 We pray for this in the name of Jesus Christ.
 Amen.

ACTIVITY  People Bingo

Hand out the bingo sheets found on in the Activity index. Invite people to spend 10 minutes 
mingling around, talking to one another and looking for people for whom the statement 
in each of the squares is true. Once found, that person can sign their name in the corre-
sponding box. No person may sign more than one box per bingo card. 

When finished, invite the group to process the following questions:

• What did you notice during this activity?

• How did it feel when you signed someone else’s bingo squares or when you found 
someone to sign your bingo squares?

1 Prayer adapted with permission from The Neighbor’s Table, Neighborhood Ministries, p. 5; prayer originally 
written by UNDIVIDED. Reprinted with permission from Undivided Church and Neighborhood Ministries.
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• How would life be different if we were to value the differences around us as signs of 
God’s creative vision for diversity?

FOCUS SCRIPTURES  Genesis 1:20-31 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV)

And God said, “Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures, and let birds fly above 
the earth across the dome of the sky.” So God created the great sea monsters and every 
living creature that moves, of every kind, with which the waters swarm, and every winged 
bird of every kind. And God saw that it was good. God blessed them, saying, “Be fruitful and 
multiply and fill the waters in the seas, and let birds multiply on the earth.” And there was 
evening and there was morning, the fifth day.

And God said, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures of every kind: cattle and creeping 
things and wild animals of the earth of every kind.” And it was so. God made the wild animals 
of the earth of every kind, and the cattle of every kind, and everything that creeps upon the 
ground of every kind. And God saw that it was good.

Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let 
them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and 

over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every 
creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.”

So God created humankind in his image,
    in the image of God he created them;
    male and female he created them.

God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, 
and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the 
sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves 

upon the earth.” God said, “See, I have given you every plant yielding 
seed that is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its 

fruit; you shall have them for food. And to every beast of the earth, and to 
every bird of the air, and to everything that creeps on the earth, everything 

that has the breath of life, I have given every green plant for food.” And it was so. 
God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good. And there was evening 
and there was morning, the sixth day.

MESSAGE Deb King; national thrift shop development coordinator, MCC U.S.

As a young woman, I thoroughly loved studying the life sciences. The more I learned, the 
more I became fascinated by the intricate nature of God’s creative work and grew to un-
derstand and value the interconnectedness of all life here on this planet. Genesis 1:21 tells 
us that “God created the great sea monsters and every living creature that moves, of every 
kind, with which the waters swarm, and every winged bird of every kind. And God saw that it 
was good” (emphasis mine here and below). What a beautiful image – that God saw value in 
creating not one kind of sea creature, but many; not one kind of bird, but many. The account 
continues with the creation of many kinds of creatures and plant life. And God looked over 
this wide array of living things and saw that it was good.

It is impossible for me to read this passage without seeing our God as a master designer 
who planned each distinct species as an integral piece of the puzzle that makes the whole 
of creation complete. The “Web of Life” was an activity that I used in my classroom, work-
ing with string to explain the importance of biodiversity. Each student would choose a label 
depicting an organism or other integral part of an ecosystem, like the sun or oxygen. We 
would pass the ball of string around as students identified the dependent relationships that 
existed among them. You can imagine the tangled web that resulted! After identifying a host 
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of connections, I removed one student from the web and asked the students to explain what 
might happen if that part of the ecosystem were to disappear. Teachers use this activity to 
hit home the concept that diversity is good and indeed necessary for the sustainability of 
the entire ecosystem.

God designed the world in a way that honors diversity. In fact, without the vast assortment 
of creatures and plant life thriving and filling each of their respective roles, life on this earth 
would cease to exist. Diversity was God’s original vision in order that we might thrive.

Genesis 1:26 says, “Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our 
likeness …’” Note the use of plural pronouns to describe making humankind in God’s image. 
If this reference is to the Trinity – God the Creator, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit – it 
opens up the idea that the “image” of God is less likely to refer to physical appearance and 
more likely to refer to the attributes of God. When we understand God in the full and com-
plex embodiment of the Trinity, we might identify these attributes as consciousness, charac-
ter and spirit.

Just as we find examples of God’s creative spirit alive in nature – the spectrum of light and 
color, the flavors of all that nourishes our bodies, the panoramas of breathtaking landscapes 
– we also witness that same creative spirit in the formation of each individual human be-
ing. Internal processors and external processors. Gregarious and soft-spoken. Doers and 
thinkers. Left-brained and right-brained. Readers and writers. Short and tall. Young and old. 
Female and male. Light-skinned and dark-skinned. And everything 
in between. What joy God must experience in every child that is born 
– displaying some traits of their human parents while inheriting the 
breadth of human character created by God from the very begin-
ning. As Maya Angelou said, “… in diversity there is beauty and there 
is strength. We all should know that diversity makes for a rich tapes-
try, and we must understand that all the threads of that tapestry are 
equal in value no matter their color.”2

Humankind comprises billions of individuals who share similar traits 
while at the same time offering unique differences. Created in the 
image of God – in their image – we are created alike yet unique; 
a part of the whole just as each member of the Trinity is a part of 
the whole, incomplete without the others. God’s design for diver-
sity affords us a fuller, richer existence if we receive difference as 
something to be embraced rather than feared. It is our call as follow-
ers of Christ to imitate God’s attitude of loving diversity by nurturing 
distinctiveness, ultimately emerging as the unified yet diverse image 
of our triune God.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

?   Think of something you created and declared, “It is good.” What made it good?

?   Describe a time when you found beauty or goodness (in your surroundings, in people) 
as you stepped outside your comfort zone. What were your fears initially? How did you move 
from fear to embrace?

?  What spaces do you move in that highly value diversity and what does that look like? 
What spaces do you move in that tend to value homogeneity more than diversity and what 
does that look like?

2 The Root Staff, “Maya Angelou’s Words That Spoke to All Our Lives,” May 28, 2014, accessed Aug. 12, 
2020, www.theroot.com/maya-angelou-s-words-that-spoke-to-all-our-lives-1790875890.

MCC in the U.S. helps 
to educate about im-
migration issues; ad-
vocates for sensible, 
humane immigration 
laws; works to build 
peace in communities 
along the U.S.-Mexico 
border; and provides 
documentation ser-
vices to help immi-
grants navigate the 
complex immigration 
system (mcc.org/
learn/what/catego-
ries/immigration).
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https://www.theroot.com/maya-angelou-s-words-that-spoke-to-all-our-lives-1790875890
http://mcc.org/learn/what/categories/immigration
http://mcc.org/learn/what/categories/immigration
http://mcc.org/learn/what/categories/immigration
https://mcc.org/learn/what/categories/immigration
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WORSHIP RESPONSE  Consider playing a song, reading a poem or offering a few moments of 
silence for the group to spend some time in reflection after the group discussion before entering 
into the activity. The following are song options that you might consider given the focus of today’s 
lesson.3

 “Somos el Cuerpo de Cristo” by Jaime Cortez               “God of Wonders” by Third Day

CLOSING PRAYER Ask a participant to read this prayer aloud.4

O God,
you created all people in your image.
We thank you for the astonishing variety
of races and cultures in this world.
Enrich our lives by ever-widening circles of friendship,
and show us your presence
in those who differ most from us,
until our knowledge of your love is made perfect
in our love for all your children;
through your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

3 MCC supports the rights of authors and artists. The content you will be accessing is likely proprietary, so 
please only use content that you have permission to use through a license such as Christian Copyright Licensing 
International® (CCLI) or One License, or another subscription service such as Amazon or Apple TV.
4 “For the diversity of Races and Cultures,” Lutheran Book of Worship: Minister’s Desk Edition, Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Publishing House, 1978, accessed Nov. 6, 2020, www.faithward.org/prayers-for-racial-harmony/.
5 Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, “The danger of a single story,” July 2009, accessed Aug. 12, 2020, www.ted.
com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story?language=en#t-894.

GOING DEEPER

This week, as you reflect on and work toward 
embracing Beloved Community, watch the 
following video and reflect with the journal re-
sponse below:

• Video: The danger of a single story5

• Journal response: Just as there is diversity in 
the plant and animal kingdoms, God has cre-
ated a diversity among people Imago Dei (in 
the image of God). This week, be attentive to 
the variety of people you encounter. Reflect 
on what fears you hold in regard to diversity. 
Think also about the ways in which you see 
God’s divine nature mirrored in that diversity.

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________
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https://www.faithward.org/prayers-for-racial-harmony/
https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story?language=en#t-894
https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story?language=en#t-894
https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story?language=en#t-894
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INTRODUCTION

In this session, participants will discover how bias colors every human’s perspective, even 
prophets and devout followers of Jesus. Psalm 139 offers confessional prayer that can guide 
us to the heart of Jesus if we are willing to let God change us. Here, participants will be chal-
lenged to uncover and expose their own biases, asking God to lead them on the way.

SESSION 3

Gracefully 
broken

OPENING PRAYER  Select a participant to read the following prayer aloud.

 Prayer of Unity1

 God of all people,
 We come here as your beloved children to learn to live in “oneness” as was prayed in
     John 17.
 We ask for open ears to hear what you want us to hear.
 We ask for an open mind to receive truth to displace any lies that exist in us.
 We ask for new eyes to see things from your perspective, not ours.
 And we ask for a tender heart to receive the transforming power of the Holy Spirit.
 We pray for this in the name of Jesus Christ.
 Amen.

ACTIVITY  Tag Game2

Cut out the badges from the Tag game activity, found on page 45 in the Activity index. Use 
multiple colors of paper. Prepare enough badges so that each participant will have one.

Pass out one badge to each participant and have them hold it in plain sight of the others. 
Ask them to form groups without talking. Give them no further instructions, simply ask 
them to form groups. In their groups, ask them to come up with a name for their group. 
Then, ask them to break up and make new groups and come up with a new name for their 
group. Do this four times. At the end of the exercise, bring everyone back into the large 
group together.

1 Prayer adapted with permission from The Neighbor’s Table, Neighborhood Ministries, p. 5; prayer originally 
written by UNDIVIDED. Reprinted with permission from Undivided Church and Neighborhood Ministries.
2 This activity was adapted with permission from a previous edition of the Simulation Training Systems cata-
log, Garry Shirts, Simulation Training Systems Inc, www.SimulationTrainingSystems.com.
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As a large group, discuss the following questions:

• How did you form groups – what criteria did you use?

• Were groups mostly formed based on similarity or difference? Why?

• What could this tell us about our patterns of behavior that might be unconscious to us 
or unnoticed by us?

*In this activity, people often form groups based on similarity of shapes, colors or sizes and 
rarely look beyond the badges. It is uncommon for participants to organize based on diver-
sity. This demonstrates how implicit bias works.

FOCUS SCRIPTURES  1 Samuel 16:1-12 New International Version (NIV)

The LORD said to Samuel, “How long will you mourn for Saul, since I have rejected him as 
king over Israel? Fill your horn with oil and be on your way; I am sending you to Jesse of 
Bethlehem. I have chosen one of his sons to be king.”

But Samuel said, “How can I go? If Saul hears about it, he will kill me.”

The LORD said, “Take a heifer with you and say, ‘I have come to sacrifice to the LORD.’ Invite 
Jesse to the sacrifice, and I will show you what to do. You are to anoint for me the one I 
indicate.”

Samuel did what the LORD said. When he arrived at Bethlehem, the elders of the town trem-
bled when they met him. They asked, “Do you come in peace?”

Samuel replied, “Yes, in peace; I have come to sacrifice to the LORD. Consecrate yourselves 
and come to the sacrifice with me.” Then he consecrated Jesse and his sons and invited 
them to the sacrifice.

When they arrived, Samuel saw Eliab and thought, “Surely the LORD’s anointed stands here 
before the LORD.”

But the LORD said to Samuel, “Do not consider his appearance or his height, for I have re-
jected him. The LORD does not look at the things people look at. People look at the outward 
appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart.”

Then Jesse called Abinadab and had him pass in front of Samuel. But Samuel said, “The 
LORD has not chosen this one either.” Jesse then had Shammah pass by, but Samuel said, 
“Nor has the LORD chosen this one.” Jesse had seven of his sons pass before Samuel, but 
Samuel said to him, “The LORD has not chosen these.” So he asked Jesse, “Are these all the 
sons you have?”

“There is still the youngest,” Jesse answered. “He is tending the sheep.”

Samuel said, “Send for him; we will not sit down until he arrives.”

So he sent for him and had him brought in. He was glowing with health and had a fine ap-
pearance and handsome features.

Then the LORD said, “Rise and anoint him; this is the one.”

MESSAGE  Krista Dutt, Chicago program coordinator, MCC Great Lakes

When I was teaching Sunday School recently, I had my students consider the phrase, “Don’t 
judge a book by its cover.” I asked the kids if they had ever heard of the phrase. They said 



19

they had and affirmed that they understood what it meant. Then one of the kids asked, “Why 
would you ever do that?” “Well,” I said, “1) The cover of the book could be pretty, it might 
have a color that I find striking. 2) It might have a title that seems really appealing. 3) I might 
see the author’s name and think, ‘This will be good.’” The child said, “Don’t 
you think it might be better to read the story and decide, especially if we 
are talking about people instead of real books?” “Why, yes I do and 
that is why this phrase is a helpful reminder to do exactly that!”

I would imagine that prophets would be great at hearing the story 
before judging the book. Prophets are the voice of God, often telling 
harsh truths to people who did not want to hear them. Isaiah even 
says not to judge people by their worship because it can be fake, 
but the heart cannot be (Isaiah 29:13).  

However, in 1 Samuel 16, we see how even the prophet Samuel had 
bias toward a person’s looks and position, and it is likely not much 
different than our own biases. Imagine Samuel arriving at the house 
of Jesse after God told him to go anoint the next king. He likely has 

a picture of what a king looks like. While God is in his 
head showing him the way, this picture and thought of 
how a king should look is also guiding him. He sees Eliab and thinks, “This 
is the guy, he’s tall, handsome, king-like. This is the next king.” God corrects 
Samuel, “You just judged a book by its cover, Samuel. I am looking for the 
right heart, not the right look.” Samuel then is greeted by each of the sons, 
all the way to the shepherd boy who had to be sent in from the fields. I’m 
guessing the household was shocked when David, the shepherd boy, had 
the heart of God and was anointed. I can imagine Samuel shaking his head 
while walking away thinking, “But Eliab has such outward kingly qualities …” 

Samuel’s assumptions about which of Jesse’s sons were fit to be king are an 
example of his implicit bias. According to the Kirwan Institute, implicit bias 
“refers to the attitudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions, 
and decisions in an unconscious manner. … Implicit biases are pervasive. 
Everyone possesses them, even people with avowed commitments to impar-
tiality, such as judges.”3 Samuel, a prophet of God, had these and so do we.

In the same way that Samuel assumes that Eliab looks the part of the next 
king, we assume things about the people we meet based on the color of 
their skin, the look of their clothes and other biases we carry. Implicit bias 
can lead us to believe that some folks are meant for leadership because of 
their height or title. It can shape who we want to be friends with,4 whom we 
should hire5 or who “deserves” a longer prison sentence.6  Our biases can 
lead us to miss God’s creative work in another person. Samuel was a proph-
et, and these blinders still affected his view. How can we imagine that we are 
any different?

Notice that this is not a conscious decision, but an unconscious one. In the first moments of 
seeing or interacting with someone, judgement is made. This happens even if we don’t con-
sciously believe this judgement. Our unconscious thoughts are likely created by the images, 
experiences and words we have soaked in over our lifetimes which create the lens through 
which we see the world.

3 “Understanding Implicit Bias,” Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity, accessed Aug. 14, 2020, 
kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/article/understanding-implicit-bias.
4 B. Keith Payne, et al, “The Bias of Crowds: How Implicit Bias Bridges Personal and Systemic Prejudice,” 
Psychological Inquiry, vol. 28, no. 4, 2017, pp. 233–248.
5 Arika Tyner, Unconscious Bias, Implicit Bias, Microaggressions: What Can We Do about Them?, Amer-
ican Bar Association, Aug. 2019, accessed Aug. 14, 2020, www.americanbar.org/groups/gpsolo/publications/
gp_solo/2019/july-august/unconscious-bias-implicit-bias-microaggressions-what-can-we-do-about-them/.
6 Harold Winter, “Racial Bias and the Criminal Justice System,” The Economics of Crime, London and New 
York: Routledge, 2019, pp. 68–84.
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MCC answers Jesus’ 
call by journeying 
alongside communi-
ties who have been 
targeted by the mass 
incarceration system 
toward healing and 
restoration.  MCC 
walks with churches 
as they work for jus-
tice alongside impact-
ed communities.

MCC works with part-
ner organizations to 
reach out to inmates 
through discipling and 
training, and through 
housing and employ-
ment opportunities. 
Find more resources 
at mcc.org/learn/
what/categories/crim-
inal-justice.

https://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/article/understanding-implicit-bias
http://www.americanbar.org/groups/gpsolo/publications/gp_solo/2019/july-august/unconscious-bias-implicit-bias-microaggressions-what-can-we-do-about-them/
http://www.americanbar.org/groups/gpsolo/publications/gp_solo/2019/july-august/unconscious-bias-implicit-bias-microaggressions-what-can-we-do-about-them/
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http://mcc.org/learn/what/categories/criminal-justice
http://mcc.org/learn/what/categories/criminal-justice
http://mcc.org/learn/what/categories/criminal-justice
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Since we are swimming in a world of white normative standard (also known as white su-
premacy culture), we must assume that our implicit bias is affected by it. We must reflect on 
the stories of our lives that have shaped our biases. We must ponder how biases currently 
are being written in our brains and even on our hearts. We must consider who we are writing 
out of a story because of our biases.

This story gives us a picture into the ways God challenges our biases. God chose David – 
the shepherd, the one who was overlooked until last. Over and over in the Bible, we witness 
a God who sees and values the people whom culture and society depreciate. Samuel was 
able to hear God choosing David. He heard God correct him before anointing the wrong 
king.

We don’t always have a sense of God’s correction the way that Samuel does in this pas-
sage. But we do have David’s psalms to lead us. In Psalm 139:23-24, we read David asking, 
“Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my thoughts. See if there is any 
wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.”7 As we fall at the feet of Jesus to 
confess our sins, we must acknowledge to Christ our own implicit bias and the wickedness 
it works in us. Our recognition of our own brokenness allows God to work through us. When 
we confess, we experience the grace of God – we are broken gracefully as our weakness 
makes room for God’s greatness.

It is in these moments of grace that we are able to see others differently – to see the story 
before we judge the covers. Furthermore, this grace is mutual. When we see another’s hu-
manity, our own is also renewed and strengthened, and both delight God. 

May we be willing to ask God to help us name our implicit biases and start unlearning them 
in order to write a new story with an unjudged cover.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

?   Think of a time when you felt judged prematurely or when you were not included be-
cause you were not perceived as valuable. How might bias have played into that judgement?

?   Can you think of a time when you caught yourself unconsciously making assumptions 
about another person, a specific profession or a cultural practice? What does that tell you 
about some of the implicit bias you hold?

?  What might be ways to dive into to Psalm 139:23-24 in order to think through biases 
that you may have?

WORSHIP RESPONSE  Consider playing a song, reading a poem or offering a few moments of 
silence for the group to spend some time in reflection after the group discussion before entering 
into the activity. The following are song options that you might consider given the focus of today’s 
lesson.8 

 “Abre Mis Ojos/Open My Eyes” by Jesse Manibusan           “Gracefully Broken” by Tasha
                  Cobbs Leonard

7 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV).
8 MCC supports the rights of authors and artists. The content you will be accessing is likely proprietary, so 
please only use content that you have permission to use through a license such as Christian Copyright Licensing 
International® (CCLI) or One License, or another subscription service such as Amazon or Apple TV.

Embracing Beloved Community | Gracefully broken
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CLOSING PRAYER Ask a participant to read this prayer aloud.9

O God,
you created all people in your image.
We thank you for the astonishing variety
of races and cultures in this world.
Enrich our lives by ever-widening circles of friendship,
and show us your presence
in those who differ most from us,
until our knowledge of your love is made perfect
in our love for all your children;
through your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

9 “For the diversity of Races and Cultures,” Lutheran Book of Worship: Minister’s Desk Edition, Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Publishing House, 1978, accessed Nov. 6, 2020, www.faithward.org/prayers-for-racial-harmony/.
10 “What Would You Do?: Possible Bike Thief Caught in the Act in Portland,” May 7, 2010, accessed Oct. 6, 
2020, abcnews.go.com/WhatWouldYouDo/video/bike-thief-caught-act-portland-36674396. 

GOING DEEPER

This week, as you reflect on and work toward 
embracing beloved community, watch the follow-
ing video and reflect with the journal response 
below:

• Video: What would you do?10

• Journal response: Using Psalm 139, spend 
time in prayer asking God to show you the 
ways you see the world differently than how 
God would want you to. What is God reveal-
ing to you? Can you name some of the ways 
you hold biases based on society’s stigmas 
rather than God’s love?

______________________________________

______________________________________ 

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________ 

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________
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SESSION 4

The rights of 
birth

INTRODUCTION

In this session, participants will begin to see some of the ways in which the world has turned 
from God’s vision. Whereas God created the world with diverse creatures of equal value, 
we as humans gives value to some over others. However, as Christians we are called to 
follow the vision God sets up in the Garden of Eden. Yet often we find ourselves caught in 
the structures of the world, constantly struggling to live out kingdom values in the midst of 
cultural practices and norms that point away from God’s vision. Here, participants will study 
privilege, begin to recognize it around them and identify it as sin.

OPENING PRAYER  Select a participant to read the following prayer aloud.

 Prayer of Unity1

 God of all people,
 We come here as your beloved children to learn to live in “oneness” as was prayed in
     John 17.
 We ask for open ears to hear what you want us to hear.
 We ask for an open mind to receive truth to displace any lies that exist in us.
 We ask for new eyes to see things from your perspective, not ours.
 And we ask for a tender heart to receive the transforming power of the Holy Spirit.
 We pray for this in the name of Jesus Christ.
 Amen.

FOCUS SCRIPTURE  Genesis 25:27-34 New International Version (NIV)

The boys grew up, and Esau became a skillful hunter, a man of the open country, while 
Jacob was content to stay at home among the tents. Isaac, who had a taste for wild game, 
loved Esau, but Rebekah loved Jacob.

Once when Jacob was cooking some stew, Esau came in from the open country, famished. 
He said to Jacob, “Quick, let me have some of that red stew! I’m famished!” (That is why he 
was also called Edom.)

Jacob replied, “First sell me your birthright.”

1 Prayer adapted with permission from The Neighbor’s Table, Neighborhood Ministries, p. 5; prayer originally 
written by UNDIVIDED. Reprinted with permission from Undivided Church and Neighborhood Ministries.
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“Look, I am about to die,” Esau said. “What good is the birthright to me?”

But Jacob said, “Swear to me first.” So he swore an oath to him, selling his birthright to Ja-
cob.

Then Jacob gave Esau some bread and some lentil stew. He ate and drank, and then got up 
and left.

So Esau despised his birthright.

MESSAGE  Nate Yoder, former executive director, West Coast MCC

Over my lifetime I’ve heard countless sermons, Sunday school lessons and Bible studies that 
referenced Jacob and Esau. Normally, the sermon or lesson highlights the family dysfunc-
tion and the danger of parents playing favorites. To be sure, the tragic story of prolonged 
conflict between Jacob and Esau profoundly illustrates the lasting damage of unhealthy re-
lationships and flawed parenting. But I have never heard one sermon or lesson that focused 
on how an assumed cultural practice of that day greatly inflamed ordinary human struggle 
and conflict. That practice? The privileged birthright for the eldest son.

In the ancient Near East, a birthright was assumed for the eldest son. Some scholars believe 
that when it came to distributing the material goods of an estate, the eldest son would get 
twice the material inheritance of any other son. Other scholars believe that this birthright 
was simply an extra share of the estate, not necessarily double anyone else. All agree that 
the eldest son received a significant advantage, not because he earned it through hard work 
or exemplary behavior, but just because of the birth order. This works out pretty well if you 
are the eldest son – or does it?

Go back to our text and put yourself in the story. Try to set aside any theological or cultural 
assumptions you bring to the text. Focus only on the humanity of this story. How would you 
feel if you were Esau? How would you feel if you were Jacob? If there were no privileged 
birthright, how much conflict and pain might they both have been spared? The presence of 
privilege took an ordinary human conflict and expanded it to the point where both brothers 
felt the impact for a lifetime. Both Jacob and Esau suffered great pain as a result of this 

struggle and desire to keep privilege. What might have been different if they could 
have found a way to pursue another path rather than follow the cultural assump-
tions of their day? 

This story causes me to reflect on our situation in the U.S. An honest look at our 
country’s history reveals various types of privilege that impact people in different 
ways. Often, these privileges are due to racial identities. A few examples include:

• The historic lobbying efforts of many ethnic groups to be labeled “white” in 
order to receive immigration privileges and status. This was particularly true for 
groups from southern and eastern Europe. One case, involving a Japanese man, 
went all the way to the Supreme Court, who determined that he was not white and 
thus was ineligible for immigration status.2

• The systematic exclusion of African American veterans from receiving the 
benefits of the GI Bill. This is an example of redlining that contributed to housing 
and wealth differentials seen to this day between the Black and white communi-
ties.3

• In the 1990s, cocaine usage sentences were more severe in the Black community, based 

2 “Takao Ozawa v. United States (1922) – Opinion (Sutherland),” Race, Racism and the Law, June 2, 2019, 
accessed Nov. 5, 2020, racism.org/articles/race/16-defining-racial-groups/2813-takao-ozawa-v-united-states-
1922?start=1.
3 Erin Blakemore, “How the GI Bill’s Promise Was Denied to a Million Black WWII Veterans,” History, Sept. 
30, 2019, accessed Nov. 5, 2020, www.history.com/news/gi-bill-black-wwii-veterans-benefits.

https://racism.org/articles/race/16-defining-racial-groups/2813-takao-ozawa-v-united-states-1922?start=1
https://racism.org/articles/race/16-defining-racial-groups/2813-takao-ozawa-v-united-states-1922?start=1
https://www.history.com/news/gi-bill-black-wwii-veterans-benefits
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upon the form of cocaine, than in the white community, even though drug usage was 
equal among both groups.4

For me, the reality of privilege became very personal when I learned about the racial prej-
udice that robbed over 90% of Black farmers of their land.5  Most of this happened since 
1950 and often involved collusion between white farmers, local banks and the Future Farm-
ers of America (FFA). This struck close to home – literally – because my family had a small 
farm in central Ohio. Dad was a bi-vocational pastor who also raised vegetables that we 
sold at local markets. In my early teens, we nearly lost the farm after suffering significant 
crop losses two out of three years due to a nearby farmer who carelessly sprayed herbicide 
on his corn fields. All our hard work would have been for naught, except the FFA and local 
bank refinanced our loan, thus allowing us to save our 20-acre farm. To this day, my parents, 
brothers and I continue to experience financial benefit because we kept the farm. But if we 
had been Black and treated the way many Black farmers were treated, all of our hard work 
would not have mattered one bit.

As we can see with the story of Jacob and Esau, privilege is not new. Humans have been or-
ganizing and reorganizing themselves in search of superiority for centuries. But giving some 
people advantage over other people simply because of their order of birth, their skin color, 
the language they speak, or any other trait – that is society’s way of valuing and devaluing 
people. Superiority is a lie that the Evil one uses, and we have tricked ourselves into believ-
ing it far too often.

As Christians, we are called to be in the world but not of it. Follow-
ers of Jesus must pursue a better way. In the Bible, James 2 warns 
against favoritism and urges the church to model a way different 
from the world. Paul, in 1 Corinthians 12, reminds us that every 
member of the body is equal. A huge part of this work is learning to 
identify the privilege embedded in our own culture and society. Can 
we recognize the lies around us? Here are a few ways to help us get 
started:

• Begin in prayer! Ask God to reveal cultural practices of superior-
ity that you might be blind to and to expose any preferences that 
you may harbor unconsciously.

• Reflect. Ask if you find yourself getting defensive on certain top-
ics. If so, explore why that might be the case.

• Listen. Engage in conversation with those whose life experienc-
es are very different from yours. Read books   of those whose 
racial experiences are different from yours.

• Imagine. Put yourself in the shoes of those different from you. 
Try to imagine how life would be if you had the lived experience 
of the “other.”

In our culture, firstborns do not have a special birthright like in the 
ancient Near East, but for Christians in the U.S., we who are white 
need to acknowledge that our experience is different from what 
most people of color experience. We are called by God to work for 
change that ends this destructive favoritism and ushers in more of God’s shalom.

4 Deborah C. England, “Crack vs. Powder Cocaine: One Drug, Two Penalties,” Criminal Defense Lawyer, 
accessed Nov. 5, 2020, www.criminaldefenselawyer.com/resources/crack-vrs-powder-cocaine-one-drug-two-penal-
ties.htm.
5 Vann R. Newkirk II, “The Great Land Robbery: The shameful story of how 1 million black families have 
been ripped from their farms,” The Atlantic, Sept. 2019, accessed Jan. 13, 2021, www.theatlantic.com/magazine/
archive/2019/09/this-land-was-our-land/594742/.

Find a list of 
resources for anti-
racism education 
on the MCC website 
(mcc.org/stories/
resources-anti-racism-
education). Consider 
the following books 
that focus on racism 
in the church, as well 
as others on the list 
provided in the link:  

• The Color of Com-
promise: The Truth 
about the Amer-
ican Church’s 
Complicity in 
Racism, by Jemar 
Tisby

• Trouble I’ve Seen: 
Changing the Way 
the Church Views 
Racism, by Drew 
G.I. Hart

Embracing Beloved Community | The rights of birth

https://www.criminaldefenselawyer.com/resources/crack-vrs-powder-cocaine-one-drug-two-penalties.htm
https://www.criminaldefenselawyer.com/resources/crack-vrs-powder-cocaine-one-drug-two-penalties.htm
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2019/09/this-land-was-our-land/594742/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2019/09/this-land-was-our-land/594742/
http://mcc.org/stories/resources-anti-racism-education
http://mcc.org/stories/resources-anti-racism-education
http://mcc.org/stories/resources-anti-racism-education
http://mcc.org/stories/resources-anti-racism-education
http://mcc.org/stories/resources-anti-racism-education


25

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

?   To which character do you relate more easily – Jacob or Esau? Why?

?   Have you experienced or witnessed parental favoritism? How has favoritism affected 
you or others in your family?

?  Were the examples of U.S. history as they relate to racial privilege new to you? What 
other ways do you see racial privilege being played out in the U.S. context and culture 
today? Discuss how a person might experience privilege merely by being born in a certain 
place or time, or into a particular family.

WORSHIP RESPONSE  Consider playing a song, reading a poem or offering a few moments of 
silence for the group to spend some time in reflection after the group discussion before entering 
into the activity. The following are song options that you might consider given the focus of today’s 
lesson.6 

 “I Surrender All” by Reawaken Hymns                 “Let Justice Roll” by Sojourn Music

ACTIVITY  Unequal privileges7

The goal of this activity is for participants to reflect on various types of privileges, to recog-
nize how privileges are often taken for granted, and to understand that privilege is not only 
a legal construct but also social, religious, economic, etc.

Divide participants into groups of three to five people and ask them to turn to the “List of 
privileges” sheet in the Activity index. Explain that, for the purpose of the activity, they do 
not have any privileges that are listed. Give each group a different number, ranging from 
three to twelve. This is the number of privileges they can have. Ask them to decide, as a 
group, which privileges they would like to have. Invite them to reflect and discuss together, 
as they study the list, on how they feel without these privileges. 

Give the groups 15 minutes to decide together on their privileges, then bring them all back 
to process as a larger group.

Debrief the following questions as a group:

• What questions did you all wrestle with when trying to make decisions as a group? How 
did you prioritize?

• What struck you about the list? How does an individual’s life change if they have these 
privileges, or if they don’t?

• What do you take away from this activity?

6 MCC supports the rights of authors and artists. The content you will be accessing is likely proprietary, so 
please only use content that you have permission to use through a license such as Christian Copyright Licensing 
International® (CCLI) or One License, or another subscription service such as Amazon or Apple TV.
7 This activity was adapted with permission from Meg Bolger, The Safe Zone Project, accessed Sep. 12, 
2020, thesafezoneproject.com/activities/privilege-for-sale/.
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GOING DEEPER

This week, as you reflect on and work toward 
embracing beloved community, watch the follow-
ing video and reflect with the journal response 
below:

• Video: Phil Visher, creator of Veggie Tales, 
“Holy Post – Race in America”9

• Journal response: Go back to the list of 
privileges from the activity. Begin with prayer, 
then reflect, listen and imagine. What are you 
learning about the privileges that you have 
or don’t have, as you consider the world’s 
practice of superiority? How is this way of 
organizing different from God’s vision of 
equality?

______________________________________ 

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________ 

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________
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CLOSING PRAYER Ask a participant to read this prayer aloud.8

O God,
you created all people in your image.
We thank you for the astonishing variety
of races and cultures in this world.
Enrich our lives by ever-widening circles of friendship,
and show us your presence
in those who differ most from us,
until our knowledge of your love is made perfect
in our love for all your children;
through your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

8 “For the diversity of Races and Cultures,” Lutheran Book of Worship: Minister’s Desk Edition, Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Publishing House, 1978, accessed Nov. 6, 2020, www.faithward.org/prayers-for-racial-harmony/.
9 Phil Vischer, Holy Post – Race in America, June 14, 2020, accessed Aug. 12, 2020, www.holypost.com/
post/let-s-talk-about-race-in-america.

https://www.holypost.com/post/let-s-talk-about-race-in-america
https://www.faithward.org/prayers-for-racial-harmony/
https://www.holypost.com/post/let-s-talk-about-race-in-america
https://www.holypost.com/post/let-s-talk-about-race-in-america
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INTRODUCTION

In this session, participants will be invited to reflect on their own lives and practices regard-
ing ethnic inclusion. They will have the opportunity to do a personal inventory in which they 
can evaluate the ways that they are or are not making room for diversity. Here, they will be 
encouraged to hear and experience the invitation from Jesus to take the next step on the 
journey, whatever that may be.

SESSION 5

Do you want to 
be well?

OPENING PRAYER  Select a participant to read the following prayer aloud.

 Prayer of Unity1

 God of all people,
 We come here as your beloved children to learn to live in “oneness” as was prayed in 
     John 17.
 We ask for open ears to hear what you want us to hear.
 We ask for an open mind to receive truth to displace any lies that exist in us.
 We ask for new eyes to see things from your perspective, not ours.
 And we ask for a tender heart to receive the transforming power of the Holy Spirit.
 We pray for this in the name of Jesus Christ.
 Amen.

FOCUS SCRIPTURE  John 5:1-15 New International Version (NIV)

Some time later, Jesus went up to Jerusalem for one of the Jewish festivals. Now there is 
in Jerusalem near the Sheep Gate a pool, which in Aramaic is called Bethesda and which 
is surrounded by five covered colonnades. Here a great number of disabled people used 
to lie—the blind, the lame, the paralyzed. One who was there had been an invalid for thir-
ty-eight years. When Jesus saw him lying there and learned that he had been in this condi-
tion for a long time, he asked him, “Do you want to get well?”

“Sir,” the invalid replied, “I have no one to help me into the pool when the water is stirred. 
While I am trying to get in, someone else goes down ahead of me.”

Then Jesus said to him, “Get up! Pick up your mat and walk.” At once the man was cured; he 

1 Prayer adapted with permission from The Neighbor’s Table, Neighborhood Ministries, p. 5; prayer originally 
written by UNDIVIDED. Reprinted with permission from Undivided Church and Neighborhood Ministries.
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picked up his mat and walked.

The day on which this took place was a Sabbath, and so the Jewish leaders said to the man 
who had been healed, “It is the Sabbath; the law forbids you to carry your mat.”

But he replied, “The man who made me well said to me, ‘Pick up your mat and walk.’ ”

So they asked him, “Who is this fellow who told you to pick it up and walk?”

The man who was healed had no idea who it was, for Jesus had slipped away into the crowd 
that was there.

Later Jesus found him at the temple and said to him, “See, you are well again. Stop sinning 
or something worse may happen to you.” The man went away and told the Jewish leaders 
that it was Jesus who had made him well.

MESSAGE  Hyacinth Stevens, New York program director, MCC 
East Coast

In this text, Jesus’ question regarding wellness was more 
complex than the perceived physical condition of the man 
who had been waiting for 38 years to walk. Think of this 
man’s situation: he was waiting in similar and familiar com-
pany. For 38 years he had sat at this same pool with others 
who were blind, lame and paralyzed. After almost four de-
cades, this man was quite used to the way things were. He was 
sitting by the pool with seemingly no expectation to go anywhere or 
change anything. It was similar and familiar. These are things that often 
create a sense of comfort, yet it is not hard to imagine how truly uncomfortable his situation 
actually was. He needed wellness in its broadest sense – not only the ability to physically 
walk, but the healing of his entire being. 

This man’s sedentary mindset and physical condition were awakened when Jesus saw him. 
Before Jesus even spoke a word, love and compassion were before the man. Jesus has an 
eye that sees into the depth of our hearts and souls, and he can identify what we genuinely 
need. When he asked, “Do you want to be well?” Jesus knew there was something not yet 
finished or complete in the man’s life. There was more that he could be.

The Greek word for wellness, hygieia, describes a condition of completeness and content-
ment. Its meaning extends to a healthy being that is well-balanced and exists in harmony. 
Wellness is not a term of individuality but of connection. The systems in our bodies remain 
interconnected to each other. When we are living in complete wellness, all of our bodies’ 
systems are working in harmony and balance with each other. The healthier the body, the 
higher the productivity.

We can learn so much from this text if we study wellness as it pertains to the inclusion of 
all people groups. The story, applied to our own lives, begs us to ask of ourselves questions 
that are essential to the full wellness to which Jesus invites us.

First, are we well? It seems evident that when Jesus had the encounter with the man, others 
were around. We don’t know if others near the pool had healing encounters with Jesus as 
well. But it is clear that the man who receives healing is not the only one in need of well-
ness. This account in John demonstrates Jesus’ personal invitation to meet us individually. 
Working at expanding our community is an ongoing journey. Perhaps at different times on 
our journey we find ourselves back at the pool, paralyzed in one area or blind in another. We 
must constantly be evaluating our wellness.
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We can only answer the first question, however, by recognizing where we are and asking a 
second question. Like the man at the pool, are we comfortably (or uncomfortably) sitting 
with similar people in familiar places? Jesus’ question to the man might have seemed unfair 
at first. It was not his fault that he was not better; it was just the way things were. Every time 
an opportunity came for him to get better, it seemed like it was for someone else. Oppor-
tunities do come to live inclusively. The society and cultures we move in do not often offer 
constructive spaces in which to do this, though, and we have to learn to notice and act when 
our circles are too comfortable, too similar and too familiar. As Christians, part of our well-
ness is learning, sharing and growing through connecting with others who are not exactly 
like us. The mat is a symbol of a comfort zone. But Jesus’ instruction was to move on, that it 
was no time to hang out in the old, comfortable, security blanket spaces. 

Lastly, we must ask ourselves: Do we actually want to get well? Jesus’ question cuts to 
the heart: do we actually want health, even though it may be painful or difficult? After 38 
years, it was likely more difficult than we imagine for the man to desire wellness. After all, 
he was used to the way things were. For followers of Jesus, being well means recognizing 
and embracing our interconnectedness with those different from us. Jesus gives the man a 
question followed by an instruction. Get up! Take up your mat and walk. Jesus is waiting for 
us, but we have to take the first step. We have to want to be well.

I believe Jesus was giving this man a personal opportunity to respond from his heart. He of-
fers us the same invitation. Like the man, things are going on that are out of our control. The 
questions and challenges of life can make us feel paralyzed. In different seasons of our lives, 
we’ve experienced feeling inadequate to make the changes necessary for the wholeness of 
God’s diversity. 

Several years ago, our church did a community health ministry. We partnered with several 
local health organizations to bring resources for wellness to the community. One week, a 
nutritionist came in to speak with children and parents about creating a wellness plate (a 
meal). All the participants had the opportunity to pick from a bountiful menu featuring the 
five major food groups. Some people in the group picked mostly grains and dairy to fill up 
their plates; others picked fruit and protein. The food combination varied.

During the follow-up discussion, kids and parents talked about their food pref-
erences and what they wanted to leave off their plates. The kids didn’t 

want certain foods on their plates. Then, the trainer showed the 
participants how a balanced plate is to be prepared including 

fruits, veggies, whole grains, protein and dairy. The trainer 
concluded her session by saying, “What I’m sharing with you 
is a wellness choice. For your body to be healthy, it needs to 
take in a variety of nutrients, even those we don’t think we 
want.”  

Wellness includes connections and welcome of diverse people 
groups. A plate that lacks variety is a plate that brings ill health. 

Awakening is knowing that wellness and health are possible, then de-
ciding to do something to build inclusivity, in order to grow. It is not a process 

that is finished, but requires continuous growth.

At the end of this story, Jesus checks in on the man and instructs him again, but this time 
it is to say, stay well. Our wellness requires maintenance, because it is a journey. We do not 
“arrive.” With Jesus guiding us, however, we can find the strength to pick up our mats, make 
the changes necessary to experience wellness of a full, whole community, and keep doing it 
over and over as we go this journey together.

Embracing Beloved Community | Do you want to be well?
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

?   In what ways do you resemble the man by the pool? What does your comfort zone 
look like?

?   Can you think of a time when you experienced a clear invitation from Jesus toward 
ethnic inclusion? Share about it.

?  What is one thing you have done to pick up your mat? What steps have you taken 
toward the wholeness of diversity in the past?

WORSHIP RESPONSE  Consider playing a song, reading a poem or offering a few moments of 
silence for the group to spend some time in reflection after the group discussion before entering 
into the activity. The following are song options that you might consider given the focus of today’s 
lesson.2 

 “The Medicine” by Good Shepherd Music Collective      “O Healing River” by Pete Seeger

ACTIVITY Wellness Wheel

This is an adaptation of the Wheel of Life3 exercise. Ask each participant to look at the 
Wellness Wheel handout in the Activity index. Each quadrant in the wheel represents an 
area of life. The goal is to evaluate to what extent you are exposed to people different 
than you are in each area of life. Participants should ask themselves, “How diverse is this 
part of my life?” Using colored pencils, instruct them to shade in each quadrant according 
to its level of diversity in their life. For example, if all of their colleagues at work are the 
same race or ethnicity and have similar backgrounds, they should color in very little of that 
quadrant. If, on the other hand, their church is filled with a wide range of races, ethnicities, 
experiences, languages, etc., they should color in a lot of that quadrant. Go through every 
quadrant as a whole group to make sure you have answered any questions that people may 
have. The list below can help stimulate ideas of what all might go in each quadrant.

• Community: Your neighborhood, your block, or even your town or city

• Work: Any place you are employed, as well as places where you volunteer

• Church: The congregation you participate in, or even the denominational body in which 
your church participates

• Home: The people you live with, your family

• Friendship: Your closest friends, the people with whom you spend free time

• Education: Classmates, teachers, authors you read, perhaps even news you listen to or 
read

• Recreation: Places you go on vacation or travel to, places where you work out

• Entertainment: Movies you watch, books you read, plays, concerts and musicals you 
see

2 MCC supports the rights of authors and artists. The content you will be accessing is likely proprietary, so 
please only use content that you have permission to use through a license such as Christian Copyright Licensing 
International® (CCLI) or One License, or another subscription service such as Amazon or Apple TV.
3 The Wheel of Life® concept developed by Paul J. Meyer is copyrighted and trademarked by Success Moti-
vation® International, Inc. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. Used and adapted with permission.

Embracing Beloved Community | Do you want to be well?
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Give participants 10 minutes to do this activity individually, then ask them to gather in small 
groups and share their wheels with one another. What are the sectors they filled the most 
– and the least? In groups, have each person create a “wellness plan” that includes three 
action steps they identify as things they will do to “heal” in some of their sectors.

CLOSING PRAYER Ask a participant to read this prayer aloud.4

O God,
you created all people in your image.
We thank you for the astonishing variety
of races and cultures in this world.
Enrich our lives by ever-widening circles of friendship,
and show us your presence
in those who differ most from us,
until our knowledge of your love is made perfect
in our love for all your children;
through your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

4 “For the diversity of Races and Cultures,” Lutheran Book of Worship: Minister’s Desk Edition, Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Publishing House, 1978, accessed Nov. 6, 2020, www.faithward.org/prayers-for-racial-harmony/.
5 Heather C. McGhee, “Racism has a cost for everyone,” Dec. 2019, accessed Sept 21, 2020, www.ted.com/
talks/heather_c_mcghee_racism_has_a_cost_for_everyone?language=en 

GOING DEEPER

This week, as you reflect on and work toward 
embracing beloved community, watch the follow-
ing video and reflect with the journal response 
below:

• Video: Racism has a cost for everyone5

• Journal response: Take time to be still. Take 
several deep breaths and relax, then ask 
yourself a few questions, pausing and listen-
ing in between each item.

• Do I want to be well?
• What personal action steps do I need to 
take toward wellness?
• Am I in harmony with others?
• With whom am I not in harmony? Why?
• I need to pick up my mat because …
• Have I missed something in my wellness 
routine?

______________________________________ 

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________ 

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________ 

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________
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SESSION 6

The family of 
God

INTRODUCTION

In this session, participants will be invited to reflect on the ways that their understanding of 
family limits their embrace of the “other.” Here, they will be challenged to honestly evaluate 
how much and when they engage with the other as well as find ways to  broaden who they 
see and engage with as their equal and valuable sibling in the family of God.

OPENING PRAYER  Select a participant to read the following prayer aloud.

 Prayer of Unity1

 God of all people,
 We come here as your beloved children to learn to live in “oneness” as was prayed in
     John 17.
 We ask for open ears to hear what you want us to hear.
 We ask for an open mind to receive truth to displace any lies that exist in us.
 We ask for new eyes to see things from your perspective, not ours.
 And we ask for a tender heart to receive the transforming power of the Holy Spirit.
 We pray for this in the name of Jesus Christ.
 Amen.

FOCUS SCRIPTURE  Mark 3:20-35 New International Version (NIV)

Then Jesus entered a house, and again a crowd gathered, so that he and his disciples were 
not even able to eat. When his family heard about this, they went to take charge of him, for 
they said, “He is out of his mind.”

And the teachers of the law who came down from Jerusalem said, “He is possessed by 
Beelzebul! By the prince of demons he is driving out demons.”

So Jesus called them over to him and began to speak to them in parables: “How can Satan 
drive out Satan? If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand. If a house 
is divided against itself, that house cannot stand. And if Satan opposes himself and is divid-
ed, he cannot stand; his end has come. In fact, no one can enter a strong man’s house with-
out first tying him up. Then he can plunder the strong man’s house. Truly I tell you, people 

1 Prayer adapted with permission from The Neighbor’s Table, Neighborhood Ministries, p. 5; prayer originally 
written by UNDIVIDED. Reprinted with permission from Undivided Church and Neighborhood Ministries.
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can be forgiven all their sins and every slander they utter, but whoever blasphemes against 
the Holy Spirit will never be forgiven; they are guilty of an eternal sin.”

He said this because they were saying, “He has an impure spirit.”

Then Jesus’ mother and brothers arrived. Standing outside, they sent someone in to call 
him. A crowd was sitting around him, and they told him, “Your mother and brothers are out-
side looking for you.”

“Who are my mother and my brothers?” he asked.

Then he looked at those seated in a circle around him and said, “Here are my mother and 
my brothers! Whoever does God’s will is my brother and sister and mother.”

MESSAGE  Dina Gonzalez-Piña, former ethnicity and gender specialist, MCC U.S., current 
executive director, West Coast MCC

I grew up in a family that placed ministry at the center of our lives. My parents, as well as my 
grandparents, were called to pastoral ministry. Additionally, for the past three generations, 
my family has been migrant farmworkers who have traveled from state to state following the 
harvest and offering their labor to provide for the family. They have harvested apples in the 
state of Washington, beets in Nebraska, oranges in Florida, grapes, almonds, roses, pista-
chios and peaches in California.

My parents’ families met while working on an or-
chard farm in Florida, then again reconnected in the 
Central Valley of California working as grape pickers 
for one of many vineyard farms. I remember hear-
ing stories of how they would travel with extended 
family and others they met along the way. Some of 
that was due to safety reasons, as it was a time of 
much discrimination against Mexican people. They 
also depended on others to navigate challenges like 
language, job opportunities and housing. 

I learned to hold the term family loosely, as it was 
highly encouraged to call and consider friends who migrated together for work purposes, 
family. Uncle, aunt, cousin – although most were not genetically related – these terms were 
not limited to ones who had a common ancestry. It is possible that we adopted this from our 
strong church experience of calling church people “sister” and “brother.” Living in a pasto-
ral household, we were expected to give up our beds to special guests coming to share at 
the church. It would not be uncommon for us to host families or folks in our home until they 
could afford to get established or transition to a different city. These people were all under-
stood as an extension of our “family.” 

As we study the Scriptures, it seems that Jesus also defined family in a new way. In the 
Gospels, we find that Jesus did not hold to the standard of DNA or culture. He understood 
family more broadly, redefining it by one thing only – doing the will of God. This is yet anoth-
er invitation Jesus offers us: to reevaluate who our family is, given this standard.

Think for a moment about who all might be doing the will of God. What do they look like, 
where might they live, what social class might they belong to, are they in a prison or free, 
could they be undocumented or a citizen of our nation, might they be of a different political 
party? What a challenge!

In a world so polarized, that emphasizes blood relatives, last names, heritage, education, 
social class and more, as followers of Jesus we find ourselves in a much larger family than 
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we have previously been told. Christ’s call is as intimate as our own 
family – broadening the people we interact with daily, those we trust, 
those whose backs we have, those we lean on, those we seek to 
know and love, embrace and understand.

Have we considered why Jesus would have stated this? Could it be 
because he knows our human nature and our temptations of exclu-
sion and fear of the “other?” I believe so. This redefinition moves us 
to go beyond our comfort zone – our family and friends, our church, 
our social class – and into places we might have never considered. 
It requires us to see others as equals, as partners in kingdom work 
rather than beneficiaries of our Christian service. Jesus convicts us, 
striking down the excuses we make to exclude or fear “the other.” 

For many of us, this proves a difficult practice. Engaging across 
cultures (in the broadest sense of the word2) is not something we are 
all used to doing. There are so many barriers established by society 
that limit us for encountering folks from different ethnic groups, dif-
ferent social classes, different races and more. At times we are chal-
lenged with proximity, but this cannot be justification for a closed, 
homogeneous family. We cannot let it limit how we might grow in 
our understanding of family. In getting past the fear and challenges, 
what might we experience, what might we learn about others doing 
the will of God?

There are so many good gifts that we receive when we open our 
embrace to the whole family of God. When my husband and I were 
blessed with twins, one of our responsibilities as parents was to se-
lect godparents, “padrinos,” for our babies. This is not an easy task 
when you have a large “family” and we could only select four cou-
ples. This practice is also part of our Latino Christian faith tradition 
of inviting couples, whom we have embraced as family and who have 
a solid commitment to Jesus, to accept the responsibility of helping 
us guide our children spiritually and in other needed ways along the 
journey. We celebrate this commitment before the entire church in a 
special baby dedication service with lots of food and music for all. 

The redefinition of family, as Jesus defines it, offers enormous 
blessing. If we are able to accept the challenge of broadening our 
embrace, we only stand to gain. The trick is to break the patterns 
established by society which have become engrained in our dai-
ly practices and even in our hearts. Today, my husband and I are 
working to be faithful to Jesus’ redefinition of family by continuing 
to practice the style of hospitality taught us by the generations before us, welcoming the 
idea that along the way we will encounter new friends – or rather, new family members; new 
sisters and brothers.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

?   How do you define family? In what ways do your definition and practice mirror Jesus’ 
redefinition of family? In what ways are they different?

?   Does our definition limit our invitation to include people from other ethnic groups, peo-
ple we may not know, folk from other countries around the world?

2 Note definition in the Glossary of Terms from Session 1 of this curriculum.

The Doctrine of 
Discovery (mcc.org/
stories/doctrine-dis-
covery-0) is the theo-
logical, philosophical 
and legal framework 
established by the 
Christian Church that 
gave European gov-
ernments moral and 
legal rights to invade 
and seize Indigenous 
lands and dominate 
Indigenous peoples. 
MCC offers education 
and resources for 
congregations that 
address the impacts 
of the Doctrine of 
Discovery through 
speaking opportu-
nities, Loss of Turtle 
Island exercises and 
Doctrine of Discovery 
trainings.

The Loss of Turtle 
Island is a participa-
tory learning experi-
ence that depicts the 
historic relationship 
between European 
settlers – including 
Mennonites – and the 
Indigenous nations, 
the original inhabi-
tants, of the land that 
includes what we now 
call the United States 
of America.
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?   What would change if we took on the new definition of family that Jesus is asking us 
to apply?

WORSHIP RESPONSE  Consider playing a song, reading a poem or offering a few moments of 
silence for the group to spend some time in reflection after the group discussion before entering 
into the activity. The following are song options that you might consider given the focus of today’s 
lesson.3 

 “They’ll Know We Are Christians By Our Love” “The Family of God”
 by Jars of Clay      by Bill Gaither     
                
ACTIVITY Who are my mother and my brothers?

Invite participants to turn to the “Who are my mother and my brothers?” handout. On the 
front is a face-shaped oval. Explain that this represents the face of their family members in 
the family of God. On the back is a set of questions. There are different questions for white 
participants and for people of color. For every question they answer “yes,” invite them to 
draw one component of a human face, such as one eye, one ear, a nose, a mouth, hair, etc. 
If they answer “no,” invite them to mark the prompt so that they can come back to it for 
follow-up later.

When they have finished, divide them into affinity groups (white people with white people 
and people of color with people of color) and invite them to reflect together on the follow-
ing questions:

White people:

• How complete is your family member’s face?

• What does your family member’s face tell you about how large, or how limited, your 
“family” is?

• Look back at the prompts to which you responded “no.” What action step related to 
one of these questions could you take as a way to grow your experience of the whole 
family of God?

People of color:

• How complete is your family member’s face?

• What does your family member’s face tell you about how large, or how limited, the fam-
ily of God is in the status quo narrative? 

• Look back at the prompts to which you responded “no.” How have you seen these 
issues addressed in positive ways so that the whole family of God is more valued in 
popular culture?

3 MCC supports the rights of authors and artists. The content you will be accessing is likely proprietary, so 
please only use content that you have permission to use through a license such as Christian Copyright Licensing 
International® (CCLI) or One License, or another subscription service such as Amazon or Apple TV.

Embracing Beloved Community | The family of God
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GOING DEEPER

This week, as you reflect on and work toward 
embracing beloved community, watch the follow-
ing video and reflect with the journal response 
below:

• Video: The Story of God in Culture and Song: 
Pacific Islands5

• Journal response:

• What, if any, discomfort do you feel with 
this video and why might that be?
• With what image of Jesus are you most 
comfortable? How does this video help you 
develop a different image of Jesus?

• What pressures or factors, from within the 
church or externally in culture, have limited 
the diversity you’ve experienced in the family 
of God?

______________________________________ 

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________ 

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________ 

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________
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CLOSING PRAYER Ask a participant to read this prayer aloud.4

O God,
you created all people in your image.
We thank you for the astonishing variety
of races and cultures in this world.
Enrich our lives by ever-widening circles of friendship,
and show us your presence
in those who differ most from us,
until our knowledge of your love is made perfect
in our love for all your children;
through your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

4 “For the diversity of Races and Cultures,” Lutheran Book of Worship: Minister’s Desk Edition, Minneap-
olis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1978, accessed Nov. 6, 2020, www.faithward.org/prayers-for-racial-harmony/.
5 “The Story of God in Culture and Song: Pacific Islands,” accessed Sept. 29, 2020, 2100.intervarsity.org/
resources/story-god-culture-and-song-pacific-islands-urbana-15.

https://2100.intervarsity.org/resources/story-god-culture-and-song-pacific-islands-urbana-15
https://2100.intervarsity.org/resources/story-god-culture-and-song-pacific-islands-urbana-15
https://www.faithward.org/prayers-for-racial-harmony/
https://2100.intervarsity.org/resources/story-god-culture-and-song-pacific-islands-urbana-15
https://2100.intervarsity.org/resources/story-god-culture-and-song-pacific-islands-urbana-15
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SESSION 7

Pentecost 
community

INTRODUCTION

In this final session, participants will grapple with the ways that the coming of the Holy Spirit 
disrupts the status quo by an expansive, inclusive and boundary-breaking presence that 
confronts power and privilege. For some, this coming of the Holy Spirit is surprising and 
disorienting while, for others, it is the deep affirmation of God’s vision for the world. Here, 
participants will be invited to evaluate to what extent their communities are (or are not) be-
ing transformed to embody a Pentecost community in today’s world.

OPENING PRAYER  Select a participant to read the following prayer aloud.

 Prayer of Unity1

 God of all people,
 We come here as your beloved children to learn to live in “oneness” as was prayed in
     John 17.
 We ask for open ears to hear what you want us to hear.
 We ask for an open mind to receive truth to displace any lies that exist in us.
 We ask for new eyes to see things from your perspective, not ours.
 And we ask for a tender heart to receive the transforming power of the Holy Spirit.
 We pray for this in the name of Jesus Christ.
 Amen.

FOCUS SCRIPTURE  Acts 2:1-17 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV)

When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly 
from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house 
where they were sitting. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue 
rested on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in 
other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability.

Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. And at 
this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking 
in the native language of each. Amazed and astonished, they asked, “Are not all these who 
are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? 

1 Prayer adapted with permission from The Neighbor’s Table, Neighborhood Ministries, p. 5; prayer original-
ly written by UNDIVIDED. Reprinted with permission from Undivided Church and Neighborhood Ministries.
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Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus 
and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and 
visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs—in our own languages we 
hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power.” All were amazed and perplexed, saying to 
one another, “What does this mean?” But others sneered and said, “They are filled with new 
wine.”

But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them, “Men of Judea 
and all who live in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I say. Indeed, these 
are not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o’clock in the morning. No, this is what was 
spoken through the prophet Joel:

‘In the last days it will be, God declares,
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh …’”

MESSAGE  Andrew Wright, program director, MCC Central States

One of the characteristic ways that racism has impacted predominately white congregations 
is through a subtle yet pervasive pattern that diminishes, relativizes or “otherizes” the contri-
butions and voices of people of color to community life as a whole.

This pattern can be ordinary and often unintended. The pattern can be embedded in the use 
of words, preferences for certain forms of worship, or congregational methods that priori-
tize urgency, effectiveness or “niceness” and the avoidance of conflict. The pattern can be 
explicit, like the exclusion or token inclusion of non-white voices on a ministry board, prefer-
ence for white voices in teaching and preaching, or community life that results in exclusion. 
This collusion of predominately white congregations 
with racism marginalizes people of color and deprives 
congregational life of greater gifts and presence.

These are often hidden wounds that go unrecognized 
and unhealed. These patterns also implicitly accept that 
white privilege and the racial organization of contempo-
rary culture ought to be a norm for the Christian com-
munity. Put together, the racism that characteristically 
impacts congregational life wounds the community of 
Christ and our witness in the world. 

Many of us have unfortunately seen this story play out 
in all too familiar ways in our own congregations. Not 
long ago, a predominantly white church in our commu-
nity befriended a local family of color who had recently 
moved to the area. They formed a committee to help organize support for the family. They 
helped furnish an apartment, provided access to food and transportation and warmly invited 
the family to join their church community. To the congregation’s delight, this family agreed to 
come, and for a few months regularly participated in services.

However, as time went on, it appeared that changes to services would be necessary in 
order to fully include this family. For instance, since most members of this family were just 
starting to learn English, the church needed to include more liturgies, sermons and songs in 
the native language of this family in order for them to feel comfortable and connected. This 
concern was even more pertinent when the parents expressed concern that their children 
were not understanding the expectations of Sunday school, and hence had anxiety about 
attending. 

While the community wanted to include this family, the price for changing the dominant 
culture of the congregation to make room for this family increasingly grew. One Sunday, a 
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number of members of the congregation expressed concern that four-part harmony—the 
dominant practice of collective worship and that marked “the way we sing”—was being lost. 
These members wanted to be hospitable to new members, but also expressed that it should 
not be at the cost of the community itself losing its identity. Over time, less changes to the 
services and congregational life were made and, over time, the local family appeared less 
frequently. Today, they are no longer part of the congregation. 

This story illustrates how often the normal decisions and preferences of a dominant white 
culture can diminish voices of people of color, even those who are sought and welcomed 
into the community. Often, conflicts like these emerge from a desire to preserve the prac-
tices of the dominant culture as a means of continuing the work of the church, but doing 
so diminishes the contributions that people of color and other cultures make to expand the 
ministry of the congregation. 

Acts 2 describes a very different community in which the coming of the Holy Spirit draws all 
the people into the heart of community life. The Spirit does not distribute its presence on the 
basis of social position, nor does it do so in relation to political status, racial or ethnic privi-
lege, or even religious heritage. Rather, when the Holy Spirit comes and shares the presence 
of God with the world, it brings an expansive, inclusive and boundary-breaking reality that 
disrupts the status quo and breaks the norms of power and privilege of the day. In biblical 
times, as the book of Acts tells it, the Spirit’s disruption calls for the inclusion of women into 
leadership (2:17, 16:11-40, 18:26), and the expansive welcome of Gentiles (10:44-46, 15:7-9) 
and foreigners (2:5-6, 8:9-14, 26-40) who were often either social outcasts or themselves 
viewed as threats to the disciples’ religious identity.  

Acts 2 portrays a particularly important beginning of the church with this expansive, in-
clusive and boundary-breaking work of the Holy Spirit, especially as it relates to our un-
derstanding of the heart of Jesus in the context of our world that has been torn apart by 
racism. The Spirit draws together an ethnically diverse gathering of people and languages 
into fellowship. Acts 2 names with specificity many of these people groups whom the Holy 
Spirit inhabited (2:9-11). Interestingly, it is not those outsiders who must first assimilate to 
dominant language and culture. Rather, the work of the Spirit is marked by the miraculous 
receptivity of the discipleship community to languages and cultures of those who would 
seek to share fellowship (2:4). In other words, the work of the Spirit changed the community 
to be able to receive outsiders and become the community the Spirit intended, not the other 
way around. The community of the Holy Spirit is one marked by profound difference brought 
together by the joining power of God. 

But make no mistake: this work of the Spirit is not simply to bring together a more “diverse” 
community. The language of “diversity” falls short of the heart of Jesus as it relates to God’s 

desire for reconciliation and restoration of all peoples. Instead, the work of the 
Spirit is to radically dwell within those who are not at the center of commu-

nity life. The Spirit seeks therefore to disrupt the patterns of power and 
privilege within the community and remake the community anew.

The Spirit, when coming to different people groups, does not over-
come their voice or tongue, requiring them to exchange their lan-
guage, voice or culture for that of the community of Christ. Rather, 
the Holy Spirit deepens, extends and makes even more visible each 
language, voice and culture which the Spirit inhabits, and requires the 
community of Christ to adapt and change such that all might belong—
not the other way around. This disruptive work of the Spirit is about 
reorganizing the community of Christ and the nature of belonging, not 
merely getting more diversity to the table. 

The Acts narrative in this regard is a story of the church catching up to 
the Spirit and the work of Jesus displayed in the Gospels: adapting commu-

Embracing Beloved Community | Pentecost community
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nity life, relearning the Gospel and receiving the gifts of God specifically through those who 
have been kept on the outside. The disciples of Jesus and the crowd that gathered were as 
surprised by this miracle of Pentecost as anyone else. The Spirit of God was doing some-
thing in their midst that simply did not fit with the patterns of the status quo and the expec-
tations of who would be at the center of this new discipleship community. The implication 
here is that for the disciples’ community who thought it had claim on the Gospel and likewise 
perceived themselves as having the task to bring it to the world, the Spirit of God was also 
already speaking through the world to transform the disciples, too. 

In the context of U.S. Christianity, this disruption of the Spirit may be confusing and perhaps 
even threatening when things appear to be normal and good in the church. It was for the 
disciples as well. But like the disciples, it seems that we have “catching up” to do.

Racism and segregation continue to pervade predominantly white congregations. Where 
there are multicultural communities, whiteness and white people often hold power and au-
thority over the structural, material or cultural dynamics of the community. The inequitable 
distribution of resources made possible by centuries of white privilege results in ongoing 
disparities, even within Christian community. These elements are barriers to authentic Spir-
it-filled community and its expansive, inclusive and boundary-breaking forms of belonging. 

The good news is that, as in Pentecost, the Spirit does not wait on God’s people. It is our job 
to see and name the ways that the Spirit has moved beyond our habits of racism to embrace 
the true, whole community of Christ. That work, especially for predominantly white Christian 
communities, might be an especially difficult road. Coming to terms with the internalized 
ways that racism has infiltrated our hearts and congregational life is often a painful and 
long-term journey.

However, the hope and promise are that the journey will not be made alone. We can be 
assured that we are accompanied by the Spirit of God in the labor of becoming a truly an-
ti-racist follower of Jesus. This is the very practice of discipleship that places us on the path 
of God’s coming kingdom. What the Holy Spirit has started in the Acts community continues 
today. Will we be willing to follow the Spirit’s lead?  

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

?   How have you encountered the Holy Spirit disrupting patterns of whiteness in the 
church?

?   In what movements beyond the church might the Spirit be working in the world with 
which we need to catch up? 

WORSHIP RESPONSE  Consider playing a song, reading a poem or offering a few moments of 
silence for the group to spend some time in reflection after the group discussion before entering 
into the activity. The following are song options that you might consider given the focus of today’s 
lesson.2 

 “Build Your Kingdom Here” by Rend Collective          “Hymn for the 81%” by Daniel Deitrich

2 MCC supports the rights of authors and artists. The content you will be accessing is likely proprietary, so 
please only use content that you have permission to use through a license such as Christian Copyright Licensing 
International® (CCLI) or One License, or another subscription service such as Amazon or Apple TV.

Embracing Beloved Community | Pentecost community
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ACTIVITY Congregational assessment

Ask participants to go through the questions on the Congregational assessment. Each 
question is framed as a spectrum between 1-10. Participants should circle the number on 
the spectrum where they perceive their congregation to be between the two extremes. 
Explain that this is an exercise based on perception – it is not objective, and human tenden-
cy is to assume a higher level of diverse participation than is reality. Invite participants to 
imagine how minorities within their community might answer these questions, as a way of 
being accountable to their answers. 

When they are done, invite participants to tally up the sum of their 
numbers. Only after everyone has finished tallying, invite them to 
flip over their sheets to the opposite side which details the three 
categories of congregations. Ask them to read through the expla-
nation of each category. Show them the numerical breakdowns and 
ask them to identify their congregation according to their assess-
ment (sum).

56 – 100 points = Status quo congregation

26 – 55 points = Multicultural congregation

10 – 25 points = Transformed congregation

*These are weighted because of our tendency to imagine ourselves 
as more diverse than we actually are.

Divide into small groups and have them discuss the following ques-
tions together:

• According to your answers and tallying, into what category did 
your congregation classify? Is this what you expected?

• Can you give three concrete examples of practices within your 
congregation that demonstrate the category into which you 
were classified? If it helps, go back to the questions to stimu-
late ideas and explain what your congregational practice is that 
made you choose the number you did.

• What might a “next step” be for your church to take as you move toward anti-racism?

• Go back through the assessment questions. Where are places your congregation can 
grow toward becoming a Pentecost community?

CLOSING PRAYER Ask a participant to read this prayer aloud.3

O God,
you created all people in your image.
We thank you for the astonishing variety
of races and cultures in this world.
Enrich our lives by ever-widening circles of friendship,
and show us your presence
in those who differ most from us,
until our knowledge of your love is made perfect
in our love for all your children;
through your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

3 “For the diversity of Races and Cultures,” Lutheran Book of Worship: Minister’s Desk Edition, Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Publishing House, 1978, accessed Nov. 6, 2020, www.faithward.org/prayers-for-racial-harmony/.

MCC U.S. Program 
on Racial Justice 
and Gender Equity 
(mcc.org/learn/what/
categories/racial-jus-
tice-gender-equity)
provides training and 
support for staff, con-
stituency and church-
es to identify systems 
of racial and sexist 
oppression. Groups 
will learn about 
historic patterns of 
injustice and promote 
healing within organi-
zations, communities 
and homes. Through 
training initiatives and 
resources, we seek to 
be transformed and 
reconciled through 
Christ.
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https://www.faithward.org/prayers-for-racial-harmony/
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GOING DEEPER

This week, as you reflect on and work toward 
embracing beloved community, watch the follow-
ing video and reflect with the journal response 
below:

• Video: The Story of God in Culture and Song: 
Ferguson4

• Journal response:

• What did you hear that was biblical?
• How did you see the Holy Spirit present in 
the marginalized community?
• What responses arise in you as you reflect 
on this video? Where is there room in your 
life for expansion toward a Pentecost com-
munity? 

______________________________________ 

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________ 

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________ 

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________
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4 “The story of God in Culture and Song: Ferguson,” accessed Sept. 21, 2020, mem.intervarsity.org/resourc-
es/story-god-culture-and-song-ferguson.

https://mem.intervarsity.org/resources/story-god-culture-and-song-ferguson
https://mem.intervarsity.org/resources/story-god-culture-and-song-ferguson
https://mem.intervarsity.org/resources/story-god-culture-and-song-ferguson
https://mem.intervarsity.org/resources/story-god-culture-and-song-ferguson
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ACTIVITY INDEX
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PEOPLE BINGO

Knows a folk 
dance or line 

dance

Identifies as 
bicultural or 

biracial

A naturalized 
U.S. citizen

Lives alone

Has American 
Indian/

Alaskan Native 
ancestry

Has relatives 
living on 
another 

continent

Can spell their 
name using 

sign language
Is left-handed

Has used 
crutches, a 

wheelchair or 
a cane or worn 

a cast on a 
limb

Has never left 
the state

Can play 
a musical 

instrument
A vegetarian

Grew up with 
a computer in 

their home

Speaks more 
than two 

languages

Is an animal 
lover and has 
had more than 

one pet

Walks to work Can dance

Grew up in 
a poor or 

low-income 
community

Has lived 
through one of 
their greatest 

fears

Has four 
names

Has lived on a 
farm

Has a member 
of their 

family with a 
mental health 

condition

Has been to 
a religious 
service of a 

religion other 
than their own

Can name two 
amendments 
of the U.S. Bill 

of Rights

Has a tattoo
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This activity was adapted with permission from a previous edition of the Simulation Training Systems catalog, Garry 
Shirts, Simulation Training Systems Inc, www.SimulationTrainingSystems.com. 
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LIST OF PRIVILEGES
• I can trust that the police and other state 

authorities exist to protect me and will do so.
• The majority of people in leadership across 

my organization, community and country 
represent my race. 

• The color of my skin is not something I need 
to think about in my everyday actions; in 
fact, I don’t really notice it.

• I do not have to worry about incarceration 
unless I commit a very serious crime.

• People do not assume that I am unintelligent 
or lazy based on my race.

• There have never been attempts to scientif-
ically or socially eliminate people of my race 
or ethnicity.

• Other people attribute my successes or fail-
ures to my personal merit.

• I do not have to worry about not being se-
lected for a job or housing due to my name. 
People generally know how to pronounce 
it and I am not mocked or perceived as a 
threat because of it.

• I can go to a store and spend money and 
expect I will not be followed, and others will 
not be suspicious of me.

• I can set up a bank account easily and with-
out fear of discrimination.

• Literature that is considered Classical and is 
required as basic education for all children 
is authored by and written from the perspec-
tive of my race.

• If I am new to a neighborhood, school, job 
or other scenario, I can trust that people 
around me will generally respect me and feel 
safe around me.

• If a police officer pulls me over, I can assume 
it was because of something I did rather 
than how I look.

• If I speak multiple languages, others view it 
as a talent and benefit rather than a necessi-
ty for survival.

• I can vote in an election for policies or 
people who will make laws benefitting my 
community and my way of life.

• Customers, coworkers, bosses, professors 
and peers are not likely to give me negative 
performance reviews or assessments due to 
my language use.

• People do not mock or fetishize my accent, 
dialect and/or language.

• I can avoid spending time with people whom 
I do not trust or was trained not to trust.

• The words I use to express language, the 
clothes I wear and other behavioral patterns 
I engage in are viewed as unique to my indi-
vidual person and not attributed to my race.

• I can remain oblivious to the perspectives 
and experiences of people of color without it 
affecting my life.

• When I am hired in a job, I can assume that 
it is due to my qualifications and not to the 
color of my skin.

• I can be late to a meeting or appointment 
without it reflecting on my race or ethnicity.

• I can get “skin color” bandages and easily 
find one that closely matches my skin tone.

• Children are exposed to a myriad of positive 
role models in school and through main-
stream media that represent my race.

• Strangers are not surprised when I or my 
children explain that we are attending an 
elite academic institution.

• I can assume that others do not think I took 
“their spot, that they deserved” in my job 
acceptance or education enrollment.

• I can be the only person of my race in a 
group of people without it being pointed 
out playfully; and I can assume that I will be 
listened to.

• I never had a defining moment in my child-
hood where I realized that the color of my 
skin made people distrust, dislike or mistreat 
me.

• I can assume no one will call the police on 
me if I am behaving lawfully.

• I can assume that I will be fairly represented 
and judged in court.

• Statistically, I am not destined to end up in 
jail.

• I can assume that a police officer will not be 
tempted to shoot me out of fear for his or 
her life.

• I am not asked to speak for my entire race or 
ethnic group.

• People featured in our currency reflect my 
race.

• I can go out for a jog at night and not fear 
someone calling the police because I am in 
their neighborhood.

This activity was adapted with permission from Meg Bolger, The Safe Zone Project, accessed Sep. 12, 2020, 
thesafezoneproject.com/activities/privilege-for-sale/.

http://thesafezoneproject.com/activities/privilege-for-sale/
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WELLNESS WHEEL
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• Community: Your neighborhood, your block, 
or even your town or city

• Work: Any place you are employed, as well 
as places where you volunteer

• Church: The congregation you participate 
in, or even the denominational body in which 
your church participates

• Home: The people you live with, your family

• Friendship: Your closest friends, the people 
with whom you spend free time

• Education: Classmates, teachers, authors 
you read, perhaps even news you listen to or 
read

• Recreation: Places you go on vacation or 
travel to, places where you work out

• Entertainment: Movies you watch, books you 
read, plays, concerts and musicals you see

The Wheel of Life® concept developed by Paul J. Meyer is copyrighted and trademarked by Success Motivation® 
International, Inc. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. Used and adapted with permission.
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WHO ARE MY MOTHERS 
AND MY BROTHERS?
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Prompts for white people:
1. At least one member of my extended family is from a race or ethnic group other than my 
own.
2. At least three or four families in my current neighborhood (about 10 homes) are of a 
race or ethnic group other than my own.
3. At least one of my closest five or six friends is from a race or ethnic group other than my 
own.
4. At least 10% of the people I worship with are of a race or ethnic group other than my 
own.
5. The majority of students in the school my children (or those of my relatives, if I do not 
have children) attend(ed) are from a race or ethnic group or groups other than my own.
6. The last guests I invited to my house are from a race or ethnic group other than my own.
7. The author of the last book I read was a from a race or ethnic group other than my own.
8. In the last good movie I saw, the main protagonists were predominantly of a race or eth-
nic group other than my own.
9. My boss is of a race or ethnic group other than my own.
10. My doctor is of a race or ethnic group other than my own.

Prompts for people of color:
1. My family has not experienced discrimination based on the color of our skin or our cul-
tural heritage.
2. The families of color in my neighborhood are predominately homeowners.
3. I grew up learning about role models and positive historical figures at school who repre-
sent my race/ethnic group.
4. The leaders of my church’s denomination are people of color.
5. At least half the literature my children (or those of my relatives, if I do not have children) 
are asked to read at school is written by people of color.
6. My family dentist is a person of color.
7. The author of the last book I read was a person of color.
8. In the last good movie I saw, the main protagonists were predominantly people of color.
9. My boss is a person of color.
10. My doctor is a person of color.

Embracing Beloved Community | Who are my mothers and my brothers?
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CONGREGATIONAL 
ASSESSMENT

1 5 102 3 4 6 7 8 9

Preaching

Our pastors, who 
represent dominant 
culture, preach most 
of the time and guest 
preachers are usually 

similar.

We celebrate Martin Luther King Jr. 
Day and are conscious to invite various 
guests throughout the year who repre-
sent racial and ethnic perspectives that 
are different than those of the majority 

of our white congregation.

People of color 
preach in our congre-

gation on a regular 
basis, at least as of-
ten as white people.

1 5 102 3 4 6 7 8 9

Worship

We have a good pat-
tern with worship that 
generally looks simi-

lar each week, except 
for special services.

We are intentional about 
including songs from differ-
ent cultures and often have 
different languages included 

in our service.

We prefer to adapt our wor-
ship styles often, changing 
the structure of our worship 
service at its core so as to 
affirm various cultures and 
styles of minority groups.

1 5 102 3 4 6 7 8 9

Ministry

We get excited when 
we see our ministry 
growing and people 

joining our movement.

We get excited when we 
participate in and collabo-
rate with other movements 

beyond ourselves.

We get excited when we 
see our ministry changing, 
shaped by movements out-
side the church, especially 
those that are unexpected 

or uncomfortable.

1 5 102 3 4 6 7 8 9

Theology

We believe that Jesus 
invites us to change our 
hearts so that we know 

how to love all people and 
are not racist. 

We believe that Jesus taught 
us to be inclusive of all people, 

looking beyond the color of 
someone’s skin so that we may 
judge them by their heart and 

not outward appearances. 

We believe that Jesus ad-
monishes sinful systems 

that we inevitably participate 
in and perpetuate such as 

racism.
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1 5 102 3 4 6 7 8 9

Conflict

We are a close com-
munity that does not 
have much conflict.

When conflicts arise in our 
community, we set aside time 
to listen to one another well.

Conflict is a normal experience in 
our community and we have devel-
oped protocol to address it in ways 
that the concerns of marginalized 
people are meaningfully received 
and move us toward substantive 

change.

1 5 102 3 4 6 7 8 9

Leadership

Some individuals are 
gifted and they are called 
by God to leadership po-
sitions in the church. We 
bless them with authority 

for decision-making.

We intentionally search out 
people on the margins of our 
church community to include 
them in leadership positions 

and decision-making.

We not only seek out minority 
people for leadership, but we 
change our expectations of 

leadership and the direction of 
the church itself based on the 
skills and contributions they 

bring to the table.

1 5 102 3 4 6 7 8 9

Decision-making

There are a few families 
who are very active in 
church leadership and 
generally speak a lot in 

congregational meetings.

We are conscious to make 
room for the perspectives of 
marginalized members of our 
congregation in our meetings.

Congregational meetings are 
structured intentionally so that 
we can receive the voices of 

people of color, women, differ-
ently abled people and others 

who are on the edge of our 
community.

1 5 102 3 4 6 7 8 9

Education

Racial justice is not 
addressed in the Bi-

ble and consequently, 
is not part of our faith 

education.

Racial justice education is some-
times offered as part of our faith 

education for individuals who would 
like to grow in their understanding 

of racism.

Racial justice education is 
central to our faith education 
and is provided and expected 
for all individuals. Educational 
programming is also reflective 
of the spiritual needs of people 

of color.

Embracing Beloved Community | Congregational assessment
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1 5 102 3 4 6 7 8 9

Culture

When we are uncomfortable 
due to comments or practices 
from people not accustomed 
to our congregation, we help 
them adapt and integrate into 

our community culture.

When we are uncomfortable due 
to comments or practices from 
people not accustomed to our 
congregation, we listen to their 

ideas and consider how we might 
include them in our community 

practice.

When we are uncomfortable 
due to comments or practices 

from people not accustomed to 
our congregation, we assume 

we have learning to do and step 
back to evaluate our community 
culture about why there are dif-
ferences, asking what about us 

makes us uncomfortable.

1 5 102 3 4 6 7 8 9

Information

We are very good at 
documenting our pol-
icies, practices and 

information so that they 
are standardized and 

accessible to everyone.

We have good docu-
mentation practices in 
place but make excep-

tions for individuals 
whose strength is not 

the written word.

We are flexible about how 
we hold and share infor-
mation, guided by each 
individual’s strengths.

1 5 102 3 4 6 7 8 9

Community

We love to make visitors 
feel welcome by establish-

ing ties we may have to 
one another and often do 

this by making connections 
through last names we 

recognize.

We welcome visitors by 
making connections with 
them through highlighting 

our similarities which may in-
clude food interests, sports 
interests, geographical con-
nections, family ties or more.

We work to welcome visitors by 
receiving their stories and are 
willing to change our dominant 
culture on the basis of the con-
tributions they make to the life 

of our community.
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Status quo community
Most members don’t see a problem with the way things are done. Racial and cultural differ-
ences are seen as deficits. There is a dominant attitude of racial superiority and language 
that often includes an “us/them” articulation. Tolerant of a small number of minority individ-
uals who are “just like us.” Sees racism as beliefs, attitudes and actions of individuals that 
support or perpetuate racism.
“Diverse” community
Church is inclusive for minority individuals to participate within a status quo structure (pol-
icies and culture do not shift). Racial and cultural differences are accepted but decisions 
still conform to the dominant group’s worldview. The congregation discusses and educates 
itself toward anti-racism through committees, theology and language. Racism is concep-
tualized as systemic rather than individual. Community culture is not yet representative of 
cultures of people of color.
Pentecost community
Racial and cultural differences are seen as assets. Establishes new policies and models 
for inclusive decision-making and conflict transformation. Redefines those who “serve” and 
those who “are served” so that the definitions are no longer based on white supremacy cul-
ture. Reflects contributions and interests of diverse racial, cultural and economic groups in 
determining its mission, program, policies and practices. Has the commitment to confront 
and dismantle systemic racism within the church and in the surrounding community.
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