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Introduction

Every now and then something interesting happens- something new, something fresh. For me that new and fresh thing was the Convoy of Hope: A Christian outreach event involving over 200 churches, agencies and organizations and well-over 2000 volunteers comprising over 9 ethnic groups with an attendance of nearly 8,000. This Super Bowl-sanctioned event took place the day before the big game and was the subject of the previous case study submitted for this course.  

1.
Where do we go from here?

In the aftermath of the Convoy of Hope event, one thing became clear to the members of the steering committee: God was up to something and that ‘something’ should continue well after the Super Bowl was over. At the event follow-up meeting a rich summary of the day’s activities was presented and everyone shared their personal perspectives, but there was no clear consensus about what should be done next. A steering committee meeting was later scheduled for the purpose of discussing future plans. 

 
The chairperson made the invitation explicit. We were to come with our best suggestions, ideas, proposals and hopes and we would decide collectively what should take place. The meeting was well-attended; however, only one person presented a concrete proposal. This proposal was well-written and had a clear plan of execution. The other members of the steering committee agreed that this proposal, entitled the Detroit Partnership, would be the next activity of the Convoy of Hope steering committee. 


The Detroit Partnership (DP) is a 5-year program involving the partnering of urban and suburban churches in the mutual creation, development and implementation of a neighborhood project identified jointly by each pairing of churches. The DP stands in the unique position of being a potential bridge across the racial and economic divide in the metropolitan Detroit area which is more commonly known as Eight Mile Road, or the northern border of the city of Detroit. 

Border crossing is a significant enterprise in Detroit. The city’s boundaries are more than geographical. They divide white from black, rich from poor, educated from ignorant. Detroit has been identified as one of the most segregated cities in the nation based on 2000 Michigan Census Data. Detroit received a score of 89 on the 1990 Census ‘segregation index’; 100 is the value given to apartheid.
  Despite the fact that segregation in education and transportation is widely known to be inherently discriminatory and illegal, these patterns persist in Detroit and reinforce institutionalized racism. The conclusion that can be drawn from this evidence is that much in the city is de facto discriminatory. This is only compounded by the fact that the State of Michigan continues to be one of the states with the highest unemployment rate in the nation, even though its unemployment rate recently dropped slightly according to a Nov. 15th Detroit News article. 


While most Christians would probably agree that the racial and economic boundaries of the city need to be traversed and eventually eliminated, there is perhaps less agreement as to how this can be done.  In fact the DP’s stated mission does not explicitly address this issue. Its mission, as stated in its 2006 organizing document is to “provide training and technical assistance to increase the skills of leaders from churches and Christian organizations to collaboratively provide services that benefit children and families in Detroit.” However, the operating structure of the partnership, the deliberate pairing of city churches with suburban churches by its very nature presents an historic opportunity to develop relationships across the boundaries of this racially and economically divided metropolitan region and to support children and their families- who often suffer the brunt of any economic downturn.

The question that presents is how can the leaders and participants in this project be transformed during the process so that racism, ethnocentrism and prejudices are challenged and authentic and long-lasting relationships are formed? In response to this issue I discussed with the leader of this project the possibility of making theological reflection a regular part of this project both on an individual basis and collectively for the purpose of deliberately inviting the Holy Spirit to actively transform our hearts and minds on the issues of race, ethnicity and class. The proposal was well-received and I was told to put it in writing so that it could be presented to the larger group.


At the Kick-off Meeting on August 31st  of this year I presented the proposal to include theological reflection as part of the DP initiative and asked the group if I could study them for the purpose of this particular assignment. The response was rather amazing. First of all, the people seemed genuinely pleased to be asked to be part of a theological study. Secondly, people expressed support for the completion of my D. Min. and said that they were happy to be a part of that process and thirdly, and most relevant to this project, the group enthusiastically embraced the idea of engaging in the process of theological reflection. My observation of their reaction was that folks enjoyed the notion that the project might have some impact on the racial climate of the metropolitan area, or the Christian community in the area.

In conversations after the initial meeting, several people echoed my sentiment that the city was much divided. One young (under 40) African-American man, who relocated to Detroit from Chicago, commented that he did not expect to encounter the kind of geographical and racial separation that exists in the city of Detroit. Coming to the Detroit area as an outsider, he immediately perceived the divisive nature of suburban-urban relations.

Another African-American man commented after the meeting that he perceived that the churches needed to confront the issue of racism within their ranks and that there needed to be more open discussion of white racism and black prejudice.
   In short, it appeared that the idea of addressing the issue theologically resonated with those who were present at the kick-off meeting.

I distributed a document at that meeting entitled D. Min. Project Proposal which described the project and invited people to comment on the proposal and or the project by contacting me. (See Appendix A) The group indicated their agreement with the proposal at the time of the meeting and I offered to disseminate more information and a theological reflection instrument at the next meeting. 

The challenge that was presented then was to create a method for doing individual and collective theological reflection that would invite the leaders and participants to reflect on race and prejudice within their own hearts. The secondary component to that method was to make it user-friendly so that people would actually do it. Both of these proved to be demanding in their own ways.

2.
Resources for Images of Community

The guiding vision for this project is taken from Acts2:41-47 and Acts 4:32-37 with particular emphases on verse 32 of chapter 4 “Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul...” and verses 44-47 of chapter 2.  These verses present a vision of beloved community, that is to say, a community whose guiding purpose is loving relationships. Several attributes of these communities are of particular relevance to this project. They are:

1)
These early church communities were multi-ethnic;

2)
These early Christian communities enjoyed a sense of togetherness: common worship and fellowship;

3)
These early Christian communities cared for one another and provided tangible support for those in need by sharing resources; and

4)
These early Christian communities were bound together by the work of the Holy Spirit in their midst. 

The early Christian churches of Acts 2 and 4 present a vision of community that challenges the churches of the Detroit metropolitan area to build relationships across ethnic boundaries but to also take collective responsibility for providing for those in need. Churches in the Detroit area have always played a significant role in contributing to those who were suffering from financial hardship. Many churches offer have feeding programs, clothing distribution, job training and even homeless shelters or low income housing.  However, churches tend to do these activities alone and not necessarily in collaboration with other churches. 

In fact one of the glaring peculiarities about Detroit churches is that they are not known among the Christian community in Detroit for being particularly inclined towards collaboration. Perhaps it is due to racism or because of the role that churches have historically played in African-American communities as centers for social, political and economic change, but most churches seem to operate more or less independently of one another. This means that collaborative action on any scale is significant in the church landscape of Detroit.


Yet the vision portrayed in the Acts passages is one of collaboration and trust; funds had to be submitted to some sort of central leadership which then had to make sure that the needy were actually cared for. Today in the United States, issues of power and control frequently arise when funds are collected for distribution to others. In the Acts communities however, trustworthy relationships were apparently established, an example of which occurs in 4:37 when Barnabas sells a piece of land and brings the proceeds to the apostles for distribution among those in need.

The church as it is portrayed in the Acts 2 and 4 passages is a multi-cultural church, consisting of those who were drawn by the message of the Gospel. The members of these early Christian communities had a common worship and fellowship life and the Holy Spirit was present and active among them to break down language barriers, provide wisdom and insight, and to be the fire which inspired the preaching that drew thousands into the fold. 


Lately the Christian church nationally and internationally has reclaimed these images of church; one can now hear them preached in sermons and taught in bible studies. Despite the steady march toward mega-churches, smaller house-based fellowships have become more popular in Detroit.  When these images of church were presented to the members of the Detroit Partnership, several folks expressed familiarity with these images as popular models for recent new church starts.  

Of course the Bible is replete with images of community.  In both the Old and New Testaments God calls people to conduct which builds community.  From the 10 Commandments (Exodus 20:) to Jesus’ one new command (John 15:12) the Bible invites people to forge community out of respectful and loving relationships between human beings. Sharon Daloz Parks, in her essay, “Household Economics”, urges us to think of managing the economy of the household on a micro and a macro level.
 She says that the world is now our home and the profound level of interdependence that we share requires that we address seriously questions of economic faithfulness and economic injustice.
  The widening gap between the wealthy and the poor that is experienced in places like Detroit is really part of the worldwide economy which is divided between the global north, the global south and perhaps a third, criminal economy.
  


Parks’ assertion that economic faithfulness involves not only making economic choices with the welfare of the community in mind but also in community expands the notion of household economics to the kind of activities conducted by the believers in Acts 2 and 4. She cites the example of a family who made the decision to purchase a cheaper home after a discussion in community where they shared the details of the economic choices before them.
 This takes economic decision-making to a whole new level. What would happen if churches who were involved in collaborative mission work made the disclosure of financial status a part of the planning discussions? 

Parks’ point is well-taken, community well-being must involve the people of that community in the process of financial decision-making. This, too, is an image of beloved community. Admittedly, however, the concept of community is very fluid and it can be expressed in a variety of forms. Hauerwas and Willimon paint a somewhat different picture of Christian community, i.e., the church. They envisage Christians as a colony of resident aliens in a society of disbelief.
   Community relationships are therefore key, because relationships among the resident aliens are crucial in the midst of a foreign culture. 
Hauerwas and Willimon make the assertion that the Church is in need of challenge and change. From their perspective the Church has capitulated to the dictates of popular culture and is losing, or has lost, the essential nature of church: that Jesus Christ changed the world forever, and that following Christ is a way of being, and doing that actively challenges and opposes the culture of the world. 

“Christianity is more than a matter of a new understanding. Christianity is an invitation to be part of an alien people who make a difference because they see something that cannot otherwise be seen with out Christ. Right living is more the challenge than right thinking.”
 
Churches are challenged by this analysis to examine their own tendencies to accommodate popular societal values, and rather to recognize that the church by definition is the expression of a way of life that opposes and confronts the world.
 Hauerwas and Willimon do not,  however, wish their position to be categorized with Niebuhr’s Christ and Culture typology – they decry the world-affirming church world-denying sect dichotomy that is at the heart of Niebuhr’s analysis. 
   First, they are critical of Niebuhr’s pluralist theology because of its tendency to justify American culture and liberal democracy
 and second; they reject the notion that their theology is sectarian because it confronts and opposes the dominant culture.
 They prefer the three-pronged analytical structure of Yoder wherein they find inspiration in the confessing church as opposed to the activist church and the conversionist church.
  They see the authentic church as one that worships God in all things, the church that in essence lives out its confession.
Yet Hauerwas and Willimon’s choice of language raises questions about their vision of the church. The term ‘colony’ is loaded with meaning. For the people of the world that have suffered through any of the various forms of colonialism: geographic, economic, political, ideological; ‘colony’ suggests a hostile and conquering mode of operating that conjures images of western superiority and imperialism. Colonies are also made up of colonizers, those whose goal it is to destroy the surrounding indigenous culture and tradition because, presumably, they are the bearers of orthodoxy.  
Hauerwas and Willimon admit discomfort with some of the implications of the colony image (“stake a claim, build fences, guard their turf”)
, but they justify their discomfort with even more colonizing language. 
“The colony is God’s means of a major offensive against the world, for the world. An army succeeds, not through trench warfare but through movement, penetration, tactics….The colony is a people on the move…”

Metaphorical language, yes, but scary nonetheless.

This image appears to be in contrast with that of the moral community described by Larry Rasmussen in Moral Fragments and Moral Society, or at least with depiction of the relationship between the moral community and the world around it.  Moral communities are at their heart, communities of intimacy – such as family and neighborhood with particular attention given to children as sort of moral agents in formation. Around that intimate center is wrapped a larger moral community whose boundaries are not the high fences and deep walls of the colony but permeable ones that consist of communitarian and associational ties and are undergirded by respect and loyalty.  Moral community is thus, “people who are both in one another’s bodily and emotional presence with some regularity and who themselves might well be a highly diverse lot with shifting collective interests.” 

Yet Rasmussen and Hauerwas and Willimon all agree on one thing. The ideal expression of church or of moral community is the church of Jesus Christ that doesn’t just talk ethically but lives morally. Rasmussen says, “What counts with God and one another is not “opportunity,” or even vision but incarnation.”
 It is the embodiment of the way of Jesus Christ that is determinative of moral community.  Rasmussen takes the posture that Christians, that is, the people of the way, carry out four roles as a servant community of the moral life: the way, then, is inclusive, egalitarian, involves pioneering creativity and is a moral critic.

When the church in faithful witness to the way of Jesus Christ, lives out, embodies, these four roles then are born communities who give “present social form to a hoped-for-future” what Rasmussen calls anticipatory communities.
 Rasmussen’s complex, multi-layered vision of ‘moral community’ values practices over intentions and sacramental witness over hollow ritual much in the same way ‘the colony’ valorizes the movement of the people and the adventure of Christianity.  For Detroit, with its segregated geography, images of community with permeable boundaries respond more accurately to the challenge of beloved community in that region. 

If embodiment and movement are at the crux of an authentic expression of Christian community then what shall be its expression in the Detroit metropolitan area? Hodgson revisions the church as ‘ecclesia of freedom,’ an image and language that relates well to the experience of racism and prejudice in metro Detroit.
 Hodgson points out five features of the ‘ecclesia of freedom’: 1) ecclesia as both divine gift and human activity, 2) ecclesia as people, body, communion and Spirit, 3) ecclesia as one holy catholic and apostolic; 4) ecclesia as liberating and ecumenical; and 5) ecclesia as critical principle of praxis. While much could be said about all of these features, the last two are significant for the work here.

   The liberative and ecumenical aspects of the ‘ecclesia of freedom’ are highly relevant to the reality of the DP. The DP is itself an ecumenical organization of numerous churches, ministries, para-church organizations and faith-based entities representing more than 20 denominations or fellowships. Much of the work of those organizations deals with liberating people from spiritual, social, economic, physical, political and personal bonds. It is not the commonality of the work that is being conducted now that is the motivation behind the DP, it is rather the sense that together, there is so much more that can and must be done. While the image of ‘ecclesia of freedom’ resonates with the DP’s reality, it also pushes, or compels, the group forward into the future.  

Praxis is also central to the DP enterprise which is why Hodgson’s 5th quality of the ‘ecclesia of freedom’ speaks so well to the Detroit context. The group is looking to do something fresh and new, but to also learn from that activity by the development of resources, teachings, histories and the like so that there is at all times informed action, and a body of literature that can be shared around and forward. Here Hodgson’s point is completely synchronous with the objectives of theological reflection in this project: 
“… When an actual church asks itself what it ought to be, it cannot avoid reflecting upon itself in some such fashion as this unless it is willing to give up the question of its essential being. Without the discipline of critical self-reflection, the church would succumb to its persistent tendency to lose its ecclesial essence…”
 
The DP is not ‘a’ church per se but it is certainly ‘the’ church doing ministry in the region, responsible to itself and its community to ask itself how shall the church be church? This, then, is the task of theological reflection.

3.
Resources for Theological Reflection 

John 5:2-9 tells the story of a man who had been ill for 38 years and was waiting by the pool of Beth-zatha for someone to put him in the healing waters. Jesus asked him “Do you want to be made well?” The man was forced to confront the issue of just exactly what he was waiting for. The biblical witness reminds us that honest self-confrontation precedes healing. We do not hear all of the conversation the ill man must have had with himself, we perhaps hear only a portion, but we know that he had to confront himself honestly and deal with his own obstacles to healing as a precondition to his transformation- he had to reflect theologically.
Whitehead and Whitehead in Method In Ministry present a model for theological reflection that consults tradition, experience and culture and a method for reflection that includes attending, asserting and pastoral response. 
As a metaphor for this process of theological reflection the Whiteheads propose ‘conversation’ which they link directly to the notion that theological reflection is communal
 and ongoing, both of which are the goals of the theological reflection project for the DP. What is extremely helpful about the approach that Whitehead and Whitehead take is that theological reflection, in their view, ought to be at once meaningful and practical; it should have some useful application, not just theoretical import.
 

The Whiteheads describe a way of attending to scripture and the resources of Christian tradition that occasions the minister to ‘befriend’ the text (develop intimacy) and then to move towards a more critical view of the text (look from a distance, gain perspective).
  Although this approach is tailored to a minister, it could also be used with the laity.
 The various methods suggested for gaining intimacy with the text: meditation, prayer, lectio divina and Ignatian contemplation may provide a new and more nuanced way of studying scripture for a lay person. 

Although the critical analysis suggested by the Whiteheads is more akin to an academic approach lay people might still find it beneficial. Encouraging people to do a very close reading of the text is generally good but raising too many questions can also become a distraction. In the assertion stage, the scriptures become a rich resource in which one can hear the different biblical voices in their diversity and in their unity. This means that pastoral response which is illuminated by scripture can be as varied and multi-faceted as any contemporary situation.
 

Experience is perhaps the most readily accessible source for theological reflection. The Whiteheads of course, suggest an intentional and respectful attending and asserting to that experience. They also recommend a thoughtful listening to the voices of women and people of color.
 The Whiteheads careful and sensitive approach to attending and asserting to the experiences of others is particularly helpful in Detroit because the situation involves many whose voices have not been heard, and many whose importance has been minimized.  However, it is interesting to note that the Whiteheads assume that the readers of their book come from their same social location. 

They assume that none of their readers are the ‘others’ whose voices need to be heard. When discussing the Bible’s preference for the oppressed in their struggle for justice the Whiteheads explain this priority as one that counterbalances “the human impulse to separate ourselves from other people’s suffering and to insulate “our kind” from responsibility in their plight.”
  They must remember that some of their readers come from communities of historical suffering. The members of the DP consist of the ‘haves’, the ‘have less’ and the ‘have nots’; the concept of relating to the other is not just a matter of the rich looking into the faces of the poor. It is the way in which stereotypes, prejudices and racism can convert a person who is different into an ‘other’ thereby damaging or destroying completely the potential for loving and humane relationships. The question for the DP will be how to attend, assert and respond to experience in a way that moves the community toward healing and doesn’t keep us locked in the pain of the past.

Cultural resources, particularly for the diverse members of the DP, in fact consist of a wide array of disciplines, traditions and practices. The Whiteheads note that the vast majority of today’s Christians are profoundly influenced by culture. “Most people of faith recognize a richer interaction between faith and culture.”
  For the Whiteheads important cultural resources come from the social sciences, namely psychology, sociology, economics. It should also be noted, however, that different segments of society have their own culture. 

In the African-American community there are many cultural traditions that assist in shaping African-Americans like family stories, African proverbs, slave customs, the influences of music and the arts. These   cultural resources are deep wells of meaning from which African-Americans draw frequently. The operative point here, as the Whiteheads make clear, is to become conscious of the unconscious impact that culture has on a person. The Whiteheads cite theologian Gregory Baum on this point that some of the effects of culture are not only unintended or unanticipated but undesirable.
  This point is well-stated in the case of the DP because many times unquestioned or unchallenged cultural norms can spell disaster for harmonious race and ethnic relations. 
Placing various cultural norms and values in conversation with scripture and tradition might be a very effective way of distinguishing (or at least raising questions about) cultural concepts that are generative from those that are destructive. Religious tradition and culture can challenge and illumine each other.
 This perspective is a valuable one for many Christians; some of whom still remember destruction of indigenous culture at the hands of missionaries, and still others who still experience some form of that. Pastoral response, then, to attending and assertion with respect to cultural resources might consult social science theory and research as well as a community’s cultural beliefs, practices and history.

Frank Rogers’ essay “Discernment” speaks well to the tissue of communal discernment. Although the form of discernment described by Rogers seems geared towards answering the question, “What shall I/we do?” his analysis still provides insights useful to this project which raises questions such as “How is this experience affecting me?” and “What is going on inside my heart and mind?” He describes Quaker and Ignatian forms of communal discernment that involve a collective listening for God’s wisdom and a listening for the wisdom expressed by the members of the group.
   He advocates for a recognition of the Spirit-led authority and power of each of the individual participants even as the group comes together.
  The caveats about how deception can still be at work among faithful believers is a good caution about the potential for the DP group reflections to veer off into divisiveness or distraction.
Thus far the actual process of communal theological reflection in the DP has been fairly egalitarian and without conflict. The ‘table of community’ as Rasmussen uses that phrase in his essay “Shaping Communities,” has been a place of peaceful sharing, so far. However, issues of power frequently arise at the “table” which is both the literal and metaphorical place of the distribution of resources and authority.  Rasmussen invites us to consider the sacramental table as a model for community governance.
 130-132.  Making the sacrament the central ‘table’ theme in a community where many members have been denied access to the table of power and the table of wealth makes evident Jesus command to “Love one another as I have loved you.” John 15:12. This notion is powerfully relevant to the DP whose meetings are always held at tables placed in a large square so that everyone, literally, is seated ‘at the table.’ 

The overarching issue raised in the book Practicing Our Faith is that the activities and disciplines of the faith can become practices which shape, mold, influence and change the way we live our lives.
  Bass and the other writers in the book urge us to make the practice of our faith a regular ongoing part of our lives. This is precisely what is hoped for in the DP project of theological reflection, that people would begin to live reflexively, to examine themselves theologically while they experience the ups and downs of life – and the trials and triumphs of this 5-year adventure in forging relationships beyond the geographic and racial boundaries of the city. 
4.
The Intervention: Theological Reflection 
At the first official meeting of the Roundtable after the kick-off celebration, I was scheduled to speak before the members to disseminate the theological reflection instrument and to invite those who wished to participate to join in the process of theological reflection. The Roundtable is the continuation of the Convoy of Hope steering committee. It consists of approximately 40 individuals: the pastors and leaders of churches participating in the partnership; and pastors, businesspersons, healthcare professionals, community organizers, non-profit leaders, media personnel, academics, bankers, students and others who are members of subcommittees who are providing oversight for the 5-year duration of the project.
As I looked at the agenda for the meeting I was pleased to discover that time had been set aside for theological reflection. This was separate from my presentation to the group on the specifics of my proposal.  This I thought suggested that theological reflection had become a regular part of the meeting process. 

One of the pastors who had provided great leadership for the Convoy Event led the reflection period with his own theological reflections and then invited those who were gathered to share their views. What ensued was a conversation about how transformation takes place both in the individual and in the community and how God is working in us and through us to become a more powerful and effective spiritual force in this region.  There was a deep sense in that room that God had orchestrated the gathering and that Detroit’s divine destiny is soon to manifest, as the Christians in this region awaken to the spiritual greatness within them.

Several themes emerged from that initial sharing: the collective nature of this enterprise involving all to do their part; the idea that this was a response to prayer; that good things (‘God things’) are coming to the city; and that the unseen realm is breaking into the seen realm and with it the manifestation of the promise of God. There also seemed to be a collective sense that Detroit was somehow a key city, a crucial location in the spiritual mapping of the nation.  Perhaps every resident feels that his or her city is a key city – but this idea was expressed almost unanimously among those who spoke. Maybe everyone everywhere makes this statement but Detroiters are fond of saying, “As Detroit goes, so goes southeastern Michigan; as southeastern Michigan goes, so goes the Nation.”
I then spoke and explained the project once again and distributed the theological reflection instrument and asked folks to return it to me in 2 weeks. (See “DP Theological Reflection” Exhibit B) People gladly received the documents and the meeting moved on. Afterwards a female Anglo pastor came to me and said that she was excited to be part of this effort because it was consistent with work that she and her husband (also a pastor) were doing, that is to say, church work but not in a traditional church format. I understood her to say that beloved community is an ideal that is fluid and presents itself in many different forms, but is in fact what God is doing in this hour.

Next I had the opportunity to join the coordinators at their monthly training meetings. The coordinators are in some ways more of the heart and soul of the project than the pastors and leaders. Each of the churches that will be actually doing a project appoints a coordinator. Each project then will have two coordinators who are to work together as a team. These teams of coordinators, one from a city church and one from a suburban church, will lead the people from both churches as they work on the neighborhood project. 
The coordinators are the ones who must first cross the racial/ethnic/economic boundary in order to work together, their participation in the process of theological reflection is central to the impact of the project. It may take time but it will probably be the ongoing contact with the partnering coordinator that will provide the earliest opening for the Holy Spirit to transform. Elizabeth Dede writes of her experience after 3 years of living in community with people who were different than she, 

“I had been blinded by the things that make me different from these new partners: my education, the color of my skin, my comfortable existence, and the privilege to choose to come to the Open Door. But with the eyes of faith, given to us by our brother Jesus, we can see Jesus in everyone, and so recognize our partnership together.”

Face-to-face contact gave opportunity for the self-confrontation that leads to change.

The theological reflection has to take place with those who are directly in contact with folks from a different racial/ethnic/economic group. These are the people, perhaps more than their pastors, who will have to forge a working relationship with people they might otherwise never interact with. If they are actively involved in theological reflection then that can open the door to the church members and neighborhood folk engaging in some kind of reflection or introspection as well. One of the underlying tenets of this project is that it is based on the principle of modeling. In other words, before one should attempt to invite another to modeling change, while advocating change in others, a person must submit themselves to changing first. People react best to suggested new behaviors when the one who is doing the suggesting, has taken her own advice. Having the coordinators model the behavior of self-reflection could go a long way towards impacting other church members and those living in the area of the neighborhood project. 

I attended two of the coordinators meetings and at each of these meetings the discussion was filled with insights. I found that in the smaller of the two meetings (One meeting had 3 members, the other had about 12.) there was more self-reflective language, whereas in the larger meeting people spoke in either the third person or in the abstract. Several people at both meetings indicated that they felt a particular call from God to participate in the project. 

A number of people expressed their perspectives on race relations. An African-American female stated that she didn’t ascribe to the notion of the stigma of race because she was raised in predominantly Anglo environment. An African-American male spoke about his process of understanding his own racial identity during his life journey through Islam and Christianity. He noted that during his life he had become aware of his own “racist views” and he was now in a process of striving for honesty and for genuine hearing and understanding of others. 

One Anglo-American male indicated that he had experienced a lot of division in urban ministries and he was looking forward to this project and its potential to ameliorate those tensions. Another Anglo-American male spoke about western Christianity and the WASP mindset and contrasted that with Jesus’ Gospel to the poor and the message of Isaiah 61. He spoke of the contrast between worrying about a 401K when a brother can’t care for his family. 


 One Anglo-American pastor responded with great passion about how the Gospel is coming to life in a new and life-changing way as his church participates with ‘others’ from backgrounds different from most of his church members. He spoke of the need for repentance from hypocrisy and the need to see the ‘other’ with eyes of love. An African-American pastor said that he has learned that his comfort zone needs to be expanded. An African-American male reported that he is looking toward the day when 8 Mile will be just another street. 

One pair of pastors, one Anglo-American from the suburbs and one African-American from the city, spoke repeatedly in the meetings and in private conversation, of their growing friendship and how that friendship, which includes morning meetings for coffee and prayer, has enriched their lives and is fueling the fire of their passion to serve Jesus Christ. The project ultimately is not about race relations alone, it is about the challenge to the church to live the Gospel, which is liberating for all people.  Robert Marsh reminds us that beloved community is about “bearing witness to the Prince of Peace in a dying world,” and that it is the church which makes beloved community visible.
 

5.
Evaluation: What can be learned?

This project has been enlightening and also challenging. There are a number of significant learnings on two levels. The first level of evaluation consists of analyzing the intervention itself, the process, the instrument and the methodology. The second level of evaluation examines the results of the intervention: What did people learn about themselves in terms of race and ethnicity? How well does theological reflection open the doors to transformation? 

I.
The Intervention


The intervention had two basic components: individual reflection that was to be done in conjunction with an instrument that was distributed and collective discussion guided by a somewhat different set of questions presented orally. It was good that both of these kinds of theological reflection were used because one proved to be more fruitful than the other. The discussions on the group level tended to involve many of those present and people allowed one another to speak without interruption. In fact on two occasions I had to curtail the discussion because it was taking up time that was to be devoted to other matters. Regarding the discussions I would make the following observations:

1)
Group reflection questions need to be crafted with care so as to solicit discussion germane to the issue, because the subject of race relations is vast and the discussion could diverge into other aspects.


2) 
Although I tried to model what I was seeking by sharing a personal experience of my own first, many people were more likely to speak in general terms rather than personally. This tendency might change as greater familiarity develops among the participants. 

3)
Although we never encountered hostility, I need to be prepared in advance for that possibility. I did note in one discussion that two people expressed rather divergent views but they did not express them to each other.


4)
People were informed at the outset that their names would never be used but that their comments would be used.  It would also be a good idea to distribute rules of engagement, making it clear that each person gets to speak without interruption and that all speakers should be treated with dignity and respect. There may be others; some of the participants may wish to share additional principles.


5)
An untapped source at this stage of the process was interviewing people individually or in small groups. This would likely solicit good information for the project since the one small group coordinators meeting was very fruitful.


6)
Rituals and practices of healing and forgiveness such as those described in chapters 10 and 11 of Practicing Our Faith might be considered as part of the meetings. It will be important that these are not ritualistic but are done with the goal of building, restoring or reshaping community.  


A theological reflection instrument was distributed together with an overview of my proposal. After reading the document and explaining the project people seemed to have a good understanding of the proposition. Three scriptural references on the instrument provided participants with a Biblical foundation. Unfortunately a small percentage of the surveys distributed were returned and they were returned with varying degrees of care in their preparation. Several observations can be made.


1)
Instruments must be collected; this is easier than expecting people to return them. Although I offered people my email address, no one used it. Perhaps I could have sent the instrument itself out to people at their email addresses. The low return rate on the instrument raises a question that I cannot answer: Just how many people really did engage in theological reflection outside of the meetings?

2)
The questions on the survey were a good introductory step but they could be perhaps more challenging on the issues of race and class. They did not ask for any demographic information; I stated that people could return them anonymously if they wished. However, demographic information might prove useful in the final analysis.


3)
The instrument (as well as the discussions) could have made better use of sacramental theology like communion and baptism. Interesting questions arise when one places one’s relationship to another in the context of table fellowship or the rites of baptism. These kinds of questions could generate some thoughtful reflections. 


4)
The instrument queried people with respect to religious tradition and their experience but failed to address cultural knowledge or insights. This was an unutilized store of information that might have a very strong impact on the way people in metropolitan Detroit experience race relations.

5)
The instrument could have included weekly scripture readings and devotional topics to invite a more regular individual devotional practice on a daily or weekly basis.

II.
The Results of the Intervention

 
Perhaps one of the most significant results of the intervention was that theological reflection became an integral part of the meetings and processes of the DP. The fact that people agreed that theological reflection was important opened the door to dialogue on self-reflection which in essence was one of the goals of the project. Other learnings included the following: 

1)
 People did share openly on issues of race, class and the geographic segregation of the city. 

2)
The discussions evidenced a need for people to be heard on these issues. People expressed their pleasure at being asked to express their views and to being heard.

3)
Although the interaction between people in the DP looks very harmonious there are in fact some issues of racism and prejudice that are operating in people’s minds and hearts.


4)
People spoke mostly in general terms about race relations rather than about their own personal experiences. This could have been the result of a number of different factors; unwillingness to offend, lack of familiarity with others in the room or the inability to admit their own prejudices. 


5)
Although the participants as a whole seem to agree that this kind of self-reflection is necessary, a number of statements indicated that the person did not think that he or she in particular had to confront such issues in his or her own life personally.


6)
Both Anglo-Americans and African-Americans have church lives which are largely bereft of any large-scale meaningful interaction with people of other ethnic groups as a part of their regular church life.


7)
A few individuals stood out who have been actively involved in multi-cultural, multi-class fellowships and activities. These individuals seemed to be more readily able to speak about their own personal awareness regarding race issues and this inner work seemed to have come about as a result of intentionality. 

Conclusion


The group of Christians who are participants in the Detroit Partnership expressed their interest in examining themselves, both alone, and in conjunction with others on the issues of race and class. The DP is to be a 5-year process during which time it is the hope of this writer and the President of the DP that the theological reflection will continue until its completion. Looking inside oneself is an act of courage and bravery, one that for the Christian in particular is an integral part of the life of faith and growing up into Him who is the head, Jesus Christ (Ephesians 4:15). 
At this writing, the actor Michael Richards is in the news after shouting racial epithets and profanity at a couple of hecklers during his comedy performance. He states that he is not a racist. It is not known to me whether he has ever really examined himself on this issue. Now he has been compelled to engage in dialogue with members of the African-American community and its leaders to an extent that he probably never anticipated. Ironically he is forming relationships with the very people he denigrated. Now he must look inside, he has no choice. The truth of what is inside of us may be painful but it is that search for truth and the acknowledgment and dealing with it that is life-changing.
EXHIBIT A
D.Min. Project Proposal




Georgia Hill Thompson

The Educational Program


I am currently studying for the Doctor of Ministry Degree at McCormick Theological Seminary in Chicago, Illinois in a track which is entitled Beloved Community. As the name suggests, the colleagues of that program are involved in the study of how to build and sustain beloved community. I am doing research for a paper on theological reflection in the context of beloved community and would like to engage the Detroit Partnership as a subject for the paper. Although the framework for my final thesis has not been finalized I would like to also consider the Detroit Partnership in that document as well, which will most likely deal with several forms of Christian community throughout the United States. Please note that any information gathered for this paper will be at all times subject to review by Matthew Parker and/or his designate. 
The Vision

Beloved Community is a set of caring relationships defined by love, justice, mutuality of concern, and the dignity of all people. This vision is taken from the communities of faith in Acts 2 of the Holy Bible.

The Context

The reality in which most people live in North America as well as other parts of the world is far from the above-described picture of Beloved Community. Of course the Christian Church has played a key role in the development of many beloved communities, yet the Church can do still more
The Challenge

How does the Detroit Partnership build beloved community?

Specific questions to be examined:
· How does the Detroit Partnership create beloved community?  How does the Detroit Partnership go beyond previous models of pulpit exchange or racial reconciliation to build authentic relationships as those are envisioned by the communities of faith in Acts 2?
· How do the relationships cross boundaries of class, ethnicity and culture? What are the impacts-upon host pastors, upon the churches, upon the identified communities?

· How does this project respond to the unique call of God in Detroit?
· How will we reflect theologically throughout this process in order to engage the issues raised by these questions?

The Process

1.
To study the structure and formation of the Detroit Partnership as a form of beloved community; and

2.
To examine methods of theological reflection employed to evaluate how the experience is making an impact/change in the lives of pastors, church leaders, church members, participant-neighborhood members.

Data will be gathered through various methods including, surveys, personal interviews and observation.

The Final Project


The paper will be submitted in response to the class assignment but the project will be available as part of the research record of the Detroit Partnership.  
Rev. Georgia Hill Thompson, Associate Pastor, Plymouth United Church of Christ

600 East Warren Avenue        Detroit, MI  48201                               313.831-2460

gahthomp1@aol.com

EXHIBIT B
DP Theological Reflection




Georgia Hill Thompson

The Detroit Partnership
DP
As we journey together through this project let’s allow God to work through us and in us……This is an invitation to do some intentional corporate theological reflection. Please consider these scriptures regularly, allow them to resonate within you.

“Now the multitude of those who believed were of one heart and one soul…” Acts 4:32a NKJV

“Now all who believed were together and had all things in common, and sold their possessions and goods, and divided them among all as anyone had need. So continuing daily with one accord in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they ate their food with gladness and simplicity of heart, praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord added daily those who were being saved. “Acts 2:44-47 NKJV
And do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God. Romans 12:2 NKJV
Please respond to these questions, either in writing or in your own soul (Smile)(We know people are busy):

1.
What is your Vision of today’s version of the faith community described in the Acts 2 and Acts 4 passages above?

2.
How can we become of “one heart and one soul” in the Detroit metropolitan area?

3.
What new thing have you learned about a person in your partner church or about a resident in that community?

(continued on back)

4.
What new thing have you learned about yourself?

5.
What is God saying to Detroit in this hour?

Comments or Suggestions

PLEASE FILL OUT BELOW ONLY IF YOU WISH TO SHARE YOUR REFLECTIONS. THANK YOU AND GOD BLESS YOU.

Name___________________________________________________

Phone #_________________________________________________

Email___________________________________________________

Rev. Georgia Hill Thompson     Plymouth United Church of Christ

600 E. Warren Avenue Detroit 48201

313.831-2460 ph.       313.831-9531 fax           gahthomp1@aol.com
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