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Video Resource – ELCA Youth Gathering Address 
https://binged.it/2cGhLnZ 

 
Personal Story Video – Yusuf Abdi, Director of Refugee Resettlement, Lutheran 
Social Service of Minnesota (available through the And Who Is My Neighbor? 
Leader’s Guide, at lssmn.org) 

 
God made us Different on Purpose¹ – Rev. Dr. Eric Barreto 
 
Wouldn’t life be easier if we were all the same? If we all spoke the same 
language, wouldn’t we avoid so many of the conflicts and rifts that destroy our 
relationships? If we all shared a common culture, wouldn’t we all be much better 
off? 
 
Where We’ve Gone Astray 
 
Too often, Christians have hoped for a time when our differences would cease, 
when in Christ we would all be indistinguishable. Such impulses are earnest but 
fundamentally misguided.  
 
Many such interpretations emerge from a fervent hope that the specters of 
racism, sexism, and myriad other destructive “isms” would no longer bind us to 
cycles of violence and hate. Many such interpretations emerge from a misreading 
of texts like Galatians 3:28. Such readings imagine that becoming Christians 
means becoming all the same in all ways. There are no ethnic differences 
between us (“no longer Jew or Greek”), no differences of class and status 
between us (“no longer slave or free”), no gendered differences between us (“no 
longer male and female”). 
 
¹Used by permission of ON Scripture™ from Odyssey Networks.  

I. GOD MADE US DIFFERENT ON 

PURPOSE 

https://binged.it/2cGhLnZ
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Nothing could be further from the truth.  
 
Certainly, Galatians teaches that “in Christ Jesus you are all children of God 
through faith” (Galatians 3:26). Our adoption as children of God, however, does 
not erase our differences. Instead, that adoption erases the need to claim 
superiority or inferiority based on these markers of identity. We are not the same, 
but we are reminded that our differences are not ways to measure our value in 
the eyes of God and one another. 
 
How Pentecost Helps Us Think Differently about Difference 
 
The story of Pentecost in Acts 2:1-21 helps us understand how God sees human 
diversity. Simply, diversity is one of God’s greatest gifts to the world. At 
Pentecost, God, through the Spirit, does not erase our differences but embraces 
the fact that God has made us all so wonderfully different. 
 
First, a quick recap. The final chapters of the Gospel of Luke (see especially Luke 
24:13-35) and the first chapters of Acts (see especially Acts 1:12-26) find the 
disciples and other followers of Jesus regrouping and discerning what a life of 
faith together looks like after his death, resurrection, and ascension. Both at the 
end of the Gospel of Luke and again at the beginning of Acts, Jesus promises that 
he would bestow this gathered community with the gift of the Spirit (Luke 24:49 
and Acts 1:8).  
 
The gift arrives in grand style. 
 
These early followers of Jesus gather in Jerusalem along with fellow Jews from 
around the Mediterranean world (Acts 2:5-11). They are gathered together in one 
place when suddenly tongues of fire descend from the heavens on the day of 
Pentecost. The gift of the spirit precipitates an extraordinary event. As the 
disciples proclaim the good news, everyone hears the good news proclaimed in 
their own language. 
 
What might this all mean? After all, I don’t remember the last time I was able to 
speak another language without a great deal of study and effort along with more 
mistakes and linguistic faux pas than I can count. Speaking a new language always 
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involves more than a few moments of embarrassment. None of that is narrated 
here. What then might this all mean? 
 
Many interpreters have viewed this Pentecost moment as a direct response to the 
Tower of Babel (Genesis 11:1-9), a fantastic story that seeks to explain how a 
people once united by common ancestors eventually became peoples with many 
different languages. Some have forwarded that Pentecost reverses the 
punishment God meted out at Babel. Finally, we can understand one another 
because the Spirit enables all to understand one language. 
 
To me, this is a significant misreading of Babel. Is it really a punishment from God 
that we are all different, that we speak different languages and live in different 
cultures? That is, is difference a problem in need of a solution? I certainly don’t 
think so, and the vibrancy of the world’s cultures is evidence against this 
misreading of Babel. 
 
Most importantly, if Pentecost were a reversal of Babel, if Pentecost undid the 
diversity of human languages precipitated by Babel, why would the Spirit enable 
everyone to hear the gospel preached in their own languages? Why not cause 
everyone to understand one, universal, heavenly language? 
 
Perhaps because Acts does not understand Babel to be a punishment God 
inflicted upon us. Perhaps because Acts understands Babel as an expression of 
God’s greatest hopes for all of humankind, not a punishment. Perhaps because 
Acts understands God’s commitment to our differences. 
 
Notice what happens at Pentecost. God, through the Spirit, chooses to meet us 
where we are: in the midst of a multitude of languages and experiences. The 
Spirit translates the gospel instantly into myriad languages. If you think this is 
easy, then you have never tried learning a new language! You don’t just substitute 
one word in one language for a corresponding word in another language. 
Language is messy and intricate. Language is rooted in a wider and complex 
culture and way of thinking and living. Even when we speak the same language, 
don’t we still have a hard time understanding one another? Imagine then the 
miracle of Pentecost and what it means for us today. 
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God meets us in the messiness of different languages and does not asks us to 
speak God’s language. Instead, God chooses to speak our many languages. God 
does not speak in a divine language beyond our comprehension. At Pentecost, 
God speaks in Aramaic and Greek and other ancient languages. Today, God 
continues to speak in Spanish, Greek, Hindi, Chinese, and other modern 
languages.  
 
At Pentecost, God makes God’s choice clear. God joins us in the midst of the 
messiness and the difficulties of speaking different languages, eating different 
foods, and living in different cultures. That is good news indeed. 
 
So what happened at Pentecost? God met us exactly where we were. 
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Response to: “God made us Different on Purpose” 

 
Rev. Horacio Castillo, Pastor, Holy Cross Lutheran Church 
Rev. Amanda Olson de Castillo, Senior Pastor, Luther Memorial Lutheran Church 

 
Our differences are a gift from God, yet we, as human beings, find a way or ways 
to make them a curse. There is always the desire to claim superiority over other 
groups by means of social status. One of the claims for preeminence over one 
person or group is by making distinctions of color. Such claims can also revolve 
around economic power, place of origin, or religion, to name just a few.   
 
It is true that we, as human beings and as Christians, have the desire and hope to 
overcome our differences so that we come to one understanding and in this way 
get rid of our conflicts. However, this particular hope and desire is misguided, for 
we hope that by being of the same mind, even though we look different, we can 
act and think alike. We expect that the group we consider to be inferior or the 
minority will assimilate to our culture.  
 
This is something that we experienced in the Lutheran church in Guatemala with 
the indigenous population. Whenever a church was formed by two different 
ethnic groups, we would expect conflict. The group with the most people would 
determine what language they would speak during worship, they would make up 
the church council, etc. This would create friction among the church members. 
However, whenever there were more than two ethnic groups, there was a better 
balance of “power,” and they would defer to speaking Spanish as the default 
language rather than one of the other native languages. This would lessen the 
disagreements among the community members at least in some aspects. This 
tells us that even when we find common ground, we still find ways to nurture 
conflict. 
 
It is certainly true that we as a people of God have so much richness in our 
different cultures, languages, and skin colors. These three, but especially the last, 
is what is used to mark the biggest difference between peoples. God indeed made 
us all different, and we can see this as a sign of blessing from God to us. However, 
we still find ways to make distinctions among peoples and continue to be divided. 
Does this mean that with all our differences we are condemned never to find 
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common ground and always to be in conflict with one another? Should we even 
look for unity, reconciliation, and healing at all because God calls us to embrace 
our differences? 
 
It is important that we, as Christians, make the right distinction between our 
desires and will and God’s will and purposes for us. It is important that we make 
the distinction between the Law of God and the Gospel of God as well as our 
sinfulness and God’s righteousness. We contend that we should look for unity, 
reconciliation, and healing; we should also embrace our differences. Why? Under 
the Law we are condemned to always be divided because we cannot fulfill the 
Law as Paul says in Romans 3:23: “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God.”  However, and thankfully, we have the Gospel of God, that is, Christ Jesus. 
Paul continues in Romans 3:24 saying, “and are justified by his grace as a gift, 
through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” So, we can see that while 
embracing our differences of culture, language, and color, we are still the same 
both under the Law and sin but also under the Gospel. Under the Law and sin, we 
create division and search for superiority over others [Rom. 3:9-19], but under the 
Gospel we are made new creatures [Titus 3:5-8a]. The homogeneity we look for 
as people is not under the Law and sin — that is, to overcome cultures, language, 
and even color — but under the Gospel. The unity that Christ brings us [Gal. 3:26] 
is through the forgiveness of sins, through Word and sacrament. This is how we 
are made children of God through Christ Jesus. This is how we are made new 
creatures, the old Adam and Even have passed away, and the new Adam and Even 
have been created [2 Cor. 5:17]. 
 
Things to consider: 
Are we to deny who we are in our diversity? Most definitely not. Are we to ignore 
and avoid naming our sin of racism in order to prevent conflict? Definitely not. 
This is when we need to use the Law in its two forms: on the one hand, it 
preserves life and accuses us; and on the other, it reveals our sin but does not 
remove it and also drives us to Christ. When we use the Law in its proper place, 
we are able to name evil and sin, but we are not to stay there. We are to come to 
reconciliation not through the Law but through the Gospel, for we know that the 
letter (Law) kills and the Spirit gives life (Gospel) [2 Cor. 3:6b]. If we judge with 
and cling to the Law to bring us reconciliation, we will only find trouble, 
divisiveness, and hate. 
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As Christ embraces and claims us with all our diversity, we can also, as new 
creatures, rejoice in being one in Christ as we read in Galatians 3:26. However, 
there is a distinction we need to make. The fact that we look to be reconciled to 
God and to one another and become one does not mean that we are denying our 
culture, language, and color to become homogeneous under the Law.  The 
distinction we are to make here is that this is actually good news for us in our 
physical differences; we are made new creatures that no longer judge with the 
Law but with the Gospel, and the Gospel has declared us not guilty according to 
Jesus Christ in his death on the cross as he has taken all of our sins upon himself 
[2 Cor. 5:21]. There are consequences to our sinfulness, which is death itself in 
both body and spirit [1 Cor. 15:56]. We disagree with Eric here in his statement 
that the Tower of Babel is not God’s punishment on his people and Pentecost is 
an affirmation of diversity. If we were to say that the Tower of Babel is not God’s 
punishment then we are denying that we are sinful [1 John 1:8-9]. Pentecost then 
is not the affirmation of Babel but the redemption from it as the Father has 
reconciled us to himself in and through Christ [Colossians 1:19-20 and 2 Cor. 
5:18]. Moreover, the gift and power of the Holy Spirit is that Christ is being 
proclaimed, we are being given ears by the Holy Spirit so that we believe in 
Christ’s promises, that is, the forgiveness of sins [Luke 24:45-47]. 
 
Does God meet us in the messiness of our lives? He, thankfully and certainly, 
does. Does God leave us in our messiness? Thankfully and certainly not. God 
comes all the way to us to create us anew, to claim us as his children, and to give 
us new life and salvation so that we, too, walk in newness of life [Rom. 6:1-14 and 
Gal. 3:27].  
 
During our service as pastors in Guatemala over the years, we received more 
groups from the United States than we can count. In helping orient these groups 
when they visited, we would ask them to imagine leaving their prejudice bags at 
the airport. In many ways that is easier to do in another country than with your 
immediate neighbors. It is easier to have a spirit of openness for a week among 
strangers who are brothers and sisters in Christ. 
How can we, as people of God, overcome racism and any other sin that weighs on 
our shoulders? Even though it is cliché to say, “Jesus is the answer,” this is our 
response. But not any Jesus, not a Jesus who brings us more Law. We are 
referring to a merciful Jesus who has judged us with mercy when we did not 
deserve it. A Jesus that comes to us as he did with his disciples saying, “Peace I 
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leave with you, my peace I give to you. Not as the world gives, do I give to you” 
[John 14:27] and “Peace be with you” when we only deserve punishment [John 
20:19c, 21a]. Christ’s peace is his forgiveness of our sins and betrayal. As we are 
forgiven, we too forgive, not as the demand of the Law, not as a new set of rules 
and moral principles to move us from vice to virtue, but as the gift of the Gospel 
as we have been freed from the Law, sin, death, and the devil [Rom. 8:1-6]. 
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I. Discussion Questions 

1. Do you believe that God made us different on purpose?  Why or why not? 

 
2. How can diversity be thought of as a gift? 

 
3. What does Pentecost teach us about who God is? 

 
4. If you’ve tried to learn another language, what have you learned in that 

process? 

 
5. How is language related to culture/diversity? 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

12 
 

 
Video Resource – Race: The Power of Illusion 
http://bit.ly/2bYrfIu  

 
Personal Story Video- Duncan Gregory, Program Manager, LSS Bethany Crisis 
Shelter, Duluth (available through the And Who Is My Neighbor? Leader’s 
Guide, at lssmn.org) 

 
What is Race?  Rev.  Dr. Eric Barreto 
 
Let’s take one step back. What is race and ethnicity in the first place? Have you 
ever stopped to consider what makes one person black, another Latina, another 
white, and yet another Native American? 

I would compare how we understand race and ethnicity to the breathing we do 
each and every day in this way. Think for a moment about the breaths your body 
is taking. Think about the air that comes in through your nose and mouth, the way 
that air fills your lungs. And then exhale. Notice the air leaving your body now. As 
you think about this, notice how you can tell your body to breathe in and out as 
easily as you can smile or nod. But notice also how quickly you will “forget” to tell 
yourself to breathe. In a few minutes, your body will take over, taking breaths 
without your conscious intent. Just imagine how exhausting it would be if you had 
to remind your body to breathe every second of your life. How would we get any 
sleep? 

Sometimes, our thinking and living into racial and ethnic identities is like that 
process of breathing. We “understand” our racial and ethnic differences as easily 
as we take breaths without thinking. Every once in a while, we might take a step 
back and notice what we are doing when we think about race and ethnicity. But 
most of the time, our “understanding” of race seems as natural as taking a breath.  

Except it isn’t, of course. Race and ethnicity are incredibly complex. 

II. WHAT IS RACE? 

http://bit.ly/2bYrfIu
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When we talk about race, to what are we referring? Are we pointing to a genetic 
reality, an inherited identity through blood and culture that we can observe 
scientifically and measure objectively? This was the prevailing assumption in 
scholarship for a long time and one that still holds a great deal of sway in our 
culture. We are born with a particular race or ethnicity; we inherit our race or 
ethnicity from our parents. And, largely, our race and ethnicity are not something 
we can change because we are who we were born to be. We can see this racial 
logic at work when we remember the “one-drop” rule that prevailed in the United 
States. If you had one drop of African blood in your body, you were black no 
matter the tone of your skin. You were your genes and your blood. Or at least 
that’s how it appeared. 

But what if race and ethnicity are not simply identities with which we are born. 
What if our identities are created more than they are inherited, fictional more 
than they are concrete? In fact, scholars of race and ethnicity are nearly 
unanimous that race and ethnicity are not “real.” Race and ethnicity cannot be 
measured like our height and weight. Instead, race and ethnicity are notions of 
“fictive kinship”; that is, race and ethnicity are human constructions and 
inventions. This doesn’t mean that we can simply move past race and ethnicity, 
having recognized that they are stories we tell about ourselves. It just means we 
have to be that much more thoughtful when we talk about race and ethnicity.  

One way I like to think about it is that race and ethnicity are narratives of 
belonging. They are stories we tell about our place in the world. Who is my sister 
and brother? And who is different than me? What makes me a part of a bigger 
“us?” In this way, these stories are not fairy tales we grow out of. These are 
stories that give our lives shape and meaning. 

Going back to the metaphor of breathing, we might think about it this way. Even if 
we stop for a moment and realize how race and ethnicity actually function in our 
lives, in just a few minutes we will stop remembering it like we will stop 
remembering to tell ourselves to breathe! In that way, race and ethnicity are not 
optional for us. We cannot simply be rid of racial and ethnic identities.  

But this is true not just because of how we have been nurtured and taught. We 
can’t escape our racial and ethnic identities because this is how God has created 
us. God created our cultures and our languages and our bodies in all their tones 
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and shapes. God created our differences and our cultures and called them good 
along with the rest of creation. 

Such a perspective helps us return to Paul’s beautiful words in Galatians 3:26-28 
with new clarity. Paul wrote, “… for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God 
through faith. As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed 
yourselves with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or 
free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” 
This is vision of unity in the midst of diversity, not unity in homogeneity. Paul 
envisions a church full of different kinds of people, not a church where we must 
check our identities at the door. 

But we have distorted God’s gift of difference into a curse. We have told 
ourselves, not that these differences are a gift but a problem we need to fix. We 
have blamed our social ills on the presence of our differences instead of our sinful 
propensity to exclude others and embrace only those whom we already trust to 
be like us. To that, we turn in the next chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

15 
 

Response to: “What is Race?” 

Rev. Joann Conroy, President, American Indian Alaskan Native Lutheran 
Association, ELCA 
 

This discussion is really about culture not race. Race is a construct made up by the 
white male dominant culture.   

I am an Oglala Sioux Lakota woman who was born and raised on the Pine Ridge 
Indian Reservation. I am an Ordained Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 
Pastor.  My identity, culture, language, values, norms, and heritage are grounded 
in my Oglala Sioux culture and family.  My identity is not one of a false creation by 
a society of people.   

To some white people race and ethnicity are assumptions that they have made 
about the “Other” people as to who “They” are.  In fact, ethnic people are 
inherently aware of the complexities of racial understanding - and the lack of 
understanding by whites of a culture of people who are not white. 

To be a Native American Indian is to be someone who has inherited language, 
self-identity, and cultural history from our people.  I am a Native American Indian 
woman who is active in the Church (ELCA) and in our American Indian Alaskan 
Native Lutheran Association, and the Saint Paul Area Synod Anti-Racism Task 
Force helping people and congregations to become open and active in 
conversation about Race, Racism and our racial ethnicities. 

As Native leaders we are challenged to continue to reach out to people in our 
communities and our congregations to become grounded in reconciliation, to 
help and lead people to become re-educated about who we are as Native Indian 
people, as people of God and as people of a specific race and culture —knowing 
that race and ethnicity does exist in our multifaceted society. 

Even among Native Americans (Indian country) there is a great deal of diversity.  
We come from different Tribes, different Reservations with different languages, 
songs, dances, stories, and art and spiritual practices. We are not a people of 
color but we are a people of Culture who through many years of past atrocities 
became a people stripped of our cultural identity, personal identity, and spiritual 
identity.  Many Native American Indian people are still realizing those great 
losses.  By the continued celebration of our Native cultures we are able to 
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embrace who we are and recognize the differences in our identification, culture, 
languages, songs, dances, stories, art and spiritual practices. 

 As Christian American Indian Alaskan Native people we participate fully in God’s 
(Wakan Tanka) work among and within the Church — and we embrace our racial 
ethnicity and the gifts that we as a people have to offer.  

Race and ethnicity can be viewed as a sad and negative and prejudicial defining 
assumption that is alive and well in our society or it can be an identification that 
allows Native American Indians to celebrate who they are, where they are from, 
what they can do, and how each of us as Native American Indian people can 
facilitate Racial and Ethnic Specific Reconciliation within our Church and 
communities.   
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II. Discussion Questions 

1. What if it’s true that “race is all made up”?  What would that mean for your 

life?  

 

2. If race categories in the Census are not scientific, but sociopolitical constructs, 

and include racial and national origin groups which change from one census to 

another- how do these fluid definitions influence what you think about 

perceived racial “categories”?  

 
3. What does Eric Barreto mean by a “narrative of belonging?”  What is your 

narrative of belonging and what role does your race play in terms of a 
narrative of belonging? 

 

4. What is your cultural heritage and race? If you are white, would it surprise you 

to learn that many people of color think of their race every day? 

 

5. What unique message does Christianity have for the world today with regard 

to diversity? 
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Video Resource – Peggy McIntosh – “Unpacking the Invisible Backpack” 
https://binged.it/2cdBb1b 

 
Personal Story – Donna Bergstrom, Guardian Ad Litem, State of Minnesota, and 
LSS Center for Changing Lives Campaign Volunteer, Duluth (available through 
the And Who Is My Neighbor? Leader’s Guide, at lssmn.org) 

 
Racism is a Sin  Rev. Dr. Eric Barreto 
 
There is no other word for taking a gift from God and turning it inside out and 
upside down than this: sin. 
 
Sometimes, I think we forget that sin is not just those mistakes we make in life, 
not just the lies we tell as individuals, not just our breaking of God’s rules. Sin is 
also a deadly force in our midst. Sin is that force in our lives that destroys 
relationships. Sin is that force that wrecks communities. Sin is that force that 
enslaves. Sin is that force that segregates and isolates and kills in our midst.  
 
So, when we say that racism is a sin, we are not just pointing to individuals doing 
racist things. We are also pointing to a society and culture structured to privilege 
some and not others. Even if we have not consciously chosen to participate in 
such a society and culture, we are still held by these sinful structures and must 
seek repentance and repair. 
 
Racism is a sin, but we don’t mean just racist feelings or racist statements. We 
mean racist structures like racist red-lining of neighborhoods, which intentionally 
made wealthier “white” communities while depriving “black” communities of 
financial prosperity. We mean racist structures that tore apart African American 
communities in order to build highways through the Twin Cities. We mean racist 
structures like the racial gaps in the performance of students in public schools. 
We mean racist structures like a justice system that imprisons mass numbers of 
people of color. We mean racist structures like a church that doesn’t speak out 

III. RACISM IS A SIN 

https://binged.it/2cdBb1b
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when our neighbors cry out. Racism is a sin of which we must repent and whose 
effects we must align with God in order to repair. 
 
Racism is a sin because it distorts God’s creation; racism denies a central biblical 
conviction that God’s love and grace encompass any boundary we create, not by 
eradicating our differences but by making clear that these differences are a 
reflection of who God has made us to be. 
 
Racism is a sin because it victimizes all of us. Too often, we assume that tackling 
racial inequity and injustice will benefit only the most direct victims of racism. 
Certainly, those who have suffered discrimination and prejudice and racialized 
violence are victims in need of reparation. Yet it is also true that being the 
benefactors of racial inequity is damaging as well, to a different degree certainly, 
but damaging. Racism has denied us all a critical connection with our cultural 
heritages, no matter whether we are descendants of Africans or Europeans or 
Native Americans or Asians. Benefiting from injustice dehumanizes us all. Such 
privilege distorts the image of God in the privileged and the oppressed. So, in the 
end, addressing racism is not an act of charity for those who have suffered; 
addressing racism is about healing a broken culture. Addressing racism is about 
the reign of God’s justice. 
 
So what do we mean when we say “racism?” Racism goes beyond prejudice. That 
is, racism is more than dislike or fear of a racial or ethnic stranger. Such dislike 
and fear is itself sinful, but racism is a larger matter. Racism has everything to do 
with power. Racism has to do with the ability of some to oppress others, the 
power to uplift some while holding others back. Racism is about the power to do 
something with our racial animus. 
 
How then might we turn to Scripture to find some clarity about how we might 
respond to racism, America’s original sin? 
 
In Luke 15, we catch a glimpse of the kind of reign God is inaugurating in our 
midst. As the chapter begins, we learn that “the Pharisees and scribes were 
grumbling” over Jesus’s propensity to dine with “tax collectors and sinners.” Here, 
it is important to remember that tax collectors in the Gospels represent outsiders 
to their communities. They may live next door or in our community, but they are 
not one of us! They represent Rome and Rome’s power rather than our best 
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interests. They may live here, but we don’t think they belong here with us. 
Similarly, “sinners” were not just people with bad morals; sinners were people 
who found themselves at the margins of their communities. Their particular sins 
are almost irrelevant; what matters is that they too did not belong. They had no 
place in this community. When you see the word “sinners” in the Gospels, replace 
it with “those people.” You know, “those people” who don’t belong in our 
company, “those people” you wouldn’t want be seen with, “those people” who 
are invisible in your world. 
 
Hearing their grumbling, Jesus could have simply said, “God loves sinners and tax 
collectors too!” Instead, he tells three powerful stories, such powerful stories that 
even people who have never read Scripture know something about a Prodigal 
Son. 
 
In the first story, there is a shepherd with 100 sheep. He loses one, searches 
frantically for it, finds it, and throws a big party to celebrate. 
 
Similarly, there is a woman with ten coins. She loses one, searches frantically for 
it, finds it, and throws a big party to celebrate. 
 
The third story should follow the same pattern. A father loses a son. He searches 
frantically for him, finds him, and throws a big party to celebrate his return. But 
the pattern is broken when the older brother sees what is happening and is 
incensed at the extravagant welcome his father has given that scoundrel, his little 
brother. The father responds, “… we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this 
brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found” 
(Luke 15:32).  
 
So, how do these stories respond to the righteous grumbles with which we 
started the story? 
 
In this way: we are not the we that God wants us to be until we find that missing 
sheep, that missing coin, that missing brother. We are not the we that God wants 
us to be as long as there are so-called “sinners” whom we treat as if they are 
outside of God’s inclusive embrace. We are not the we that God wants us to be as 
long as we wall off ourselves from supposed outsiders. We are not the we that 
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God wants us to be as long as we think of insiders and outsiders, superior and 
inferior instead of reveling in the rich diversity in which God has nurtured us. 
 
And if we catch this radical imagination, our faith just might be transformed. But 
where do we even start? How do we move from this biblical invocation of 
welcome and embrace of difference to concrete action? Let’s turn to these 
questions in the next chapter. 
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Response to: Racism is a Sin 
 
Rev. William Siong, Mission Developer, Good Samaritan Lutheran Church 

 
Let’s be real with God again. 
 
Coming to America at the age of fifteen years old without parents, without 
siblings, and without knowing how to speak English was extremely difficult. I still 
remembered my first day in Saint Paul, Minnesota, looking out the windows and 
seeing what I thought were dead trees around my uncle’s house. The first thought 
that came to my mind was, “So how was I supposed to survive here in America if 
all the trees were dead?” I also remember looking around the house and realizing 
that there was no open fire in the house at all; my first reaction was to ask myself 
how I was going to survive here without it. Without heat from the open fire, I 
would freeze. Of course, there was heat, but I just didn’t know that it existed at 
that time. This new life in a new land was going to take some time adjusting to it. 
During my teenage years living in this country, I was not aware that there were 
laws I had to obey when I became an adult until my uncle handed me all my 
immigration documents on my 18th birthday and said, “Now you are 18. In 
America, you are responsible for your actions. So from now on I am no longer 
your guardian. Whatever you do, be careful.” After that conversation, I knew that 
I was no longer a teenager, but I had become an adult. This meant that I would be 
responsible for my own actions from now on.    
 
If God made this life easier, I wouldn’t be short, and I wouldn’t struggle with 
American language, culture, and religion. The most challenging part of my life in 
America was trying to learn the language and culture in order to survive in this 
land. This new chapter of my life I felt was similar to what Jesus said to 
Nicodemus about being born again in John 3:3. Trying to learn this new language 
and adapt to this new cultural system was not an easy task at all. It took me three 
years to learn how to say my name and some basic words to get me around in 
school. A phrase that was quite shocking for me to hear and that has been deeply 
engrained in my head was, “No English, no job.” I interpreted this to mean that if I 
didn’t acquire the necessary English skills, then I would not have a life in America. 
If I wasn’t able to speak English, then I would become a worthless human being 
on this earth. I felt that the system in this country was forcing me to be more 
“American-like,” but I knew that God created me to be unique. Being part of a 
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minority group, I always felt that I was constantly learning and adapting to other 
people’s languages and cultures because my language and culture were not part 
of the majority. However, it was re-assuring that God wanted us to be that way.  
 
As in regards to what race is to me, I believe that God created all the races of this 
world. In Genesis, God said, "Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness..." 
(Genesis 1:26). In the eyes of God, race, skin color, or class status don’t make us 
better or worse. We were all created equal in God’s eyes; however, our sinful 
human nature has blinded us to that. Therefore, in our eyes, we see those who 
look different from us as belonging to a different race. Before coming to America, 
I did not know or had even heard of words such as racism, discrimination, or 
prejudice. I still remember clearly during my interview in Thailand when one of 
the refugee camp counselors said, “In America, there are no bad people, no 
drugs, no gangs. So if you want to go to the USA, you have to be a clean and good 
person.” When I heard that, I was excited and looked forward to coming to the 
United States. That excitement didn’t last long once I arrived here because I came 
face to face with the term “race.” It determined how I was treated at school, on 
the streets while taking a walk, in the market place, and at other public places. I 
believe that God didn’t intend for us to see each other as belonging to different 
“races,” but I believe that this way of looking at people is a product of human 
thinking.  
 
The apostle Paul said, “I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I 
want, but I do the very thing I hate” (Romans 7:15). Racism is real; it is painful and 
harmful. Today, in America, we are so busy with our careers, our jobs, our 
professions that we have forgotten to examine our minds and hearts to truly 
know who we are and where we have come from. I think if we take the time to re-
examine ourselves and come to know who we are in God’s eyes then we will 
come to respect our differences and embrace our uniqueness. We may talk about 
race, but we have also forgotten that all of us belong to a certain group. God 
created us in God’s image, thus we all belong to God. The blood that runs through 
all our bodies is of one color: red. There isn’t white blood or yellow blood or blue 
blood but only red blood because we were created by God. 
 
If every human being is created in the image of God, then I encourage us to be 
mindful and thoughtful when we talk about race and ethnicity in our society 
today. When we talk about race, we have to recognize our differences and 
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appreciate who we are and what we do and the practices we have in our cultures. 
God has a purpose for placing us in this world, and I think God wants us to be in 
partnership with our neighbors. We need to continually ask questions about what 
God is doing in the world and what God wants for the world.     
 
We can be ourselves doing what we are doing and appreciate the differences of 
our cultures and languages. We have to accept the fact that we can’t choose to be 
born because everything happens accordingly to God’s agenda. We can choose 
which religion, school, and/or political parties to join, but we cannot pick and 
choose to be born into a certain race or ethnicity. We might think that it is not a 
big deal for society, but it is because knowing our own identity is a way to value 
others’ cultures and languages. I think that the differences of other cultures and 
languages are what make this country great and this world so beautiful. 
 
Let’s not curse what God has done. We should tell ourselves that these 
differences are gifts from God and let our hearts exercise God’s love and mercy 
for the world. If we truly love God from our hearts, then let’s stop embracing only 
those who look like us but praise God for the diversity around us. We have to 
think positively, speak positively, and serve positively in order to enable positivity 
in ourselves and in others.       
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III. Discussion Questions: 
 

1. Who do you think are considered “the outsiders” in the community where 

you live? Who or what defines your community? What would have to 

change for there to be no “outsiders” in your community?  

 

2. William Siong writes, “Before coming to America, I did not know or had 

even heard of words such as racism, discrimination, or prejudice…once I 

arrived here because I came face to face with the term “race.” It 

determined how I was treated at school, on the streets while taking a walk, 

in the market place, and at other public places.” How has your race shaped 

your experiences with how you are treated at places of education and 

business?   

 

3. How does Eric Barreto describe the difference between prejudice and 

racism?  What are some examples of racial prejudice versus institutional 

racism? 

 
4. What does Eric Barreto mean by society and structure privileging some 

persons over others? 

 

5. How does the dismantlement of racism benefit all people? 
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Personal Story Video – Jodi Harpstead, CEO, Lutheran Social Service of 
Minnesota (available through the And Who Is My Neighbor? Leader’s Guide, at 
lssmn.org) 
 
Group Exercise – “The Race” – Rev. Dr. Karen McKinney, Bethel University 

 
This is not a written chapter, but an experiential exercise to allow participants to 
think about and experience privilege instead of talking about it. 
 
Instructions for “The Race” by Rev. Dr. Karen McKinney and a Response and 
further suggestions by Pastor Louise Britts are available in the Leader’s Guide to 
“And Who is My Neighbor?” available on the Lutheran Social Service of Minnesota 
website at www.lssmn.org/congregations/resources 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

IV. PRIVILEGE 
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Video Resource – “A Conversation on Race” 
Karen McKinney and Jodi Harpstead 
 
Personal Story Video – Jessica Urbina, Executive Administrator, Lutheran Social 
Service of Minnesota (available through the And Who Is My Neighbor? Leader’s 
Guide, at lssmn.org) 
 
How do we Listen to the Stories of our Neighbors? How do we Tell our Stories? 
Rev. Dr. Eric Barreto 

 
Talking about race and our faith is both necessary and incredibly difficult. Few 
topics are as rife with personal, social, cultural, and religious landmines. But 
simply avoiding these questions only seeks to stifle the ways in which God is 
moving in new and mighty ways in our communities and in our churches. If we 
only heed God’s voice, if we only lean on God’s help, if we only move with 
courage and hope and resilience, we might just be stunned by the new and 
diverse ways God is re-birthing God’s church. 
 
What Makes Talking about Race So Difficult? 
 
 
1. I’m afraid I’ll make a mistake / I’m afraid I’ll be hurt 
For some of us, engaging questions of race and equity feels dangerous because it 
so easy to make a misstep. We worry about saying the wrong thing. We worry 
about offending someone. We worry about misunderstanding and being 
misunderstood. These fears are real, as are the risks, but we must take the risk 
because silence on these questions only acquiesces to the world as it is, not the 
world as God wants it to be. 

V. HOW DO WE LISTEN TO THE 

STORIES OF OUR NEIGHBORS? HOW 

DO WE TELL OUR STORIES? 
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For some of us, the fear is different. Some of us worry that the stories we have to 
share, stories about pain and oppression and injustice, won’t be believed by our 
more privileged neighbors. We worry that the terrible things we have endured 
will be justified or explained away. We worry that when we say #blacklivesmatter, 
someone will respond #alllivesmatter. We worry that a plea for justice will be 
dismissed and belittled and ignored. These fears are real and all too present for 
some of us. The responses to our stories are as predictable as the broken culture 
and power structures that deny our humanity. Here too, we must take a risk, even 
after years and years of weary struggle. We must take a risk that this time our 
neighbors will hear our stories with compassion and generosity, not second-
guessing. 
 
But the truth is that we will all make mistakes. And the truth is that we take a risk 
in sharing our deepest stories. We will all say the wrong thing at the wrong time. 
We will all make assumptions about our neighbors that prove incorrect. But the 
solution is not to avoid the hard conversation but to enter into it knowing both 
that God will meet us and that I will have to seek reconciliation with my sisters 
and brothers. We enter these conversations and relationships knowing that we 
need grace as we start something new and risky and scary and that our need for 
grace will not end on this side of God’s reign.  
 
2. If I’m white, I feel guilty 
Related to this first set of difficulties is the temptation, especially among our 
white sisters and brothers, to be stuck in guilt. Guilt can be paralyzing. The 
burdens of the past and the misdeeds of one’s ancestors can make it feel as if our 
feet are sinking in quicksand. And again, let’s be honest, there is much guilt to be 
confessed. Some of us are the beneficiaries of injustice, privileged not because we 
have earned it but because of our race and/or gender. 
 
And yes, the problems with racial equity are real, especially in Minnesota. Our 
schools, our communities, our economics, even our highways reflect generations 
of inequity, an inequity that harms some but also benefits others. 
 
But guilt can keep us from reparative actions. Guilt can cause us to turn in upon 
ourselves. Guilt, perhaps worst of all, can keep our privilege at the center of our 
thoughts instead of the needs and stories and power of the stories our neighbors 
can share. 
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So, reconciliation and reparation here require a sober, honest assessment of our 
personal and collective histories. And that searing analysis may require some of us 
to confess our complicity in systems of oppression. And we will need to move 
beyond confession to an active pursuit of God’s justice in our homes and 
communities and state. This all starts with honest, raw confession. 
 
And in the gospel, that is not the end of the story. It is a critical step, but not a 
resolution. As I have argued elsewhere, “guilt without grace is not the gospel.” 
God does not diagnose our sinful ills and leave us to stew in them. Instead, the 
good news is that even in places of death and oppression God can bring about 
new life. That promise should invite us to move with boldness. 
 
3. This is too big a problem for me to solve 
But even when we act in faith and trust God, can I—a mere individual—really do 
anything to solve these massive problems of inequity? Can one person really 
change the tides of history? Can one person address the many sins we have 
inherited and from which we still benefit? Can I make a difference? 
 
There is a temptation here to imagine that a single, determined individual is what 
we need most. But the word of God and history alike point us to communities as 
the places where God does a new, mighty thing. We are not alone in this work. 
The church is a place of belonging and joining. And so we are not called to try to 
solve this problem single-handedly as individuals or as a single church. Instead, we 
are called to join others in this critical work. 
 
So can such communities united in purpose make a difference? 
 
Yes. Yes, we can — and not because we are smart or able or faithful but because 
God has already promised to make it so. The first but most difficult step is to trust 
and step out in faith. And when we step out in faith, we might just discover that 
we are not alone in this calling. God has gone ahead of us and prepared 
communities of hope and restoration, communities where God has already 
prepared a path, communities that will teach us how to listen to God’s call for 
justice. We don’t do this work alone, for God and our neighbors will go with us. 
But How? 
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So how do we do this? First, we must cultivate a key spiritual practice: listening. 
Deep listening is difficult, even arduous, because it requires us to place someone 
else’s story at the center of our attention. Listening to the stories our neighbors 
tell will force us to examine realities we have otherwise avoided or denied. So, for 
instance, when African American brothers recount unjust treatment at the hands 
of the police, the rest of us ought not move immediately to discount these 
experiences, to explain them away, to declare that not all police officers act in this 
way. When Latina sisters remember their traversing of borders in the hope that a 
better life might be found far from home, the rest of us ought not ask for their 
documents or ask them to go back “where you came from” or go to the end of 
the line. When white sisters share stories about the daily harassment and 
objectification they experience, the rest of us ought not tell them that they should 
be honored by such attention. When gay and lesbian and transgendered people 
recall their rejection by supposedly sacred communities, we ought to lament their 
exclusion and seek to create truly welcoming spaces.  
 
In all these cases and many others, we must stop and listen carefully. We must 
heed the witness of our neighbors, trust that their stories are not figments of 
their imagination or exaggerations. Instead, we must anticipate that God will 
speak to us through the stories our neighbors will share, especially those stories 
that challenge us to see the world not as we want it to be but how it really is. 
 
Second, we must know and tell our own stories. To listen deeply to the story of 
another, we must know our own stories. For many whites, especially those who 
are part of dominant cultures, their stories are taken for granted insofar as the 
surrounding culture supports our narratives of identity at every turn. For those in 
dominant cultures, self-reflection and questioning are often not necessary 
because the structures of the world support the story in which we find ourselves. 
So, a key step toward faithful listening in dominant cultures is to discern and 
narrate our own stories. Where did your family come from? How did these origins 
shape your life today? And how has the absence of the stories others may tell 
narrowed our imaginations? 
For many of us who are people of color, we have had little choice but to know our 
stories. In a culture and society that does not support our stories at every turn, 
we have had to know from where we came. We have had to look for our own 
heroines and heroes. We have had to learn the stories of the dominant culture 
and the stories of the cultures that have nurtured us; we have had to be bilingual 
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in our everyday lives. So, a key step toward faithful listening in minoritized 
cultures is to narrate our communities’ stories despite the many rejections we 
face. We need to listen to the power of our stories, prioritize their truths instead 
of giving in to any attempt to discredit or diminish them. 
 
Third, we must recognize that justice is not an afterthought in our faith and in the 
gospel. This is something that some of our church traditions have known quite 
well. But in other churches, we have missed how much the good news is not just 
good news about our souls but about our lives, right here and now. The 
resurrection is not just a promise for the future but a promise into which we can 
already live. And the resurrection Jesus promises is not just the resurrection of 
individuals but the resurrection and redemption of the whole of creation: the 
natural world and our communities and us alike! That is, the gospel is not just a 
promise to draw us into eternal life then. Instead, that promise can begin now 
and transform not just our souls but our bodies and our churches and our 
communities and our world. 
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Response to: How do we Listen to the Stories of our Neighbors? How do we Tell 
Our Stories? 

 
Rev. Dr. Karen McKinney, Associate Professor of Biblical Studies, Bethel 
University 

 
It is much easier to say, “Listen deeply,” than to do it. The reason 
#blacklivesmatter has spawned so much negative response is because it requires 
just this practice. It requires us to put black lives, and black male lives in 
particular, front and center. When black lives historically and presently have been 
pushed to the margins, it forces us to see the past and present injustices that are 
the reality of black lives. If we see that reality, maybe we can understand their 
feelings, motives, and behaviors. And if we are Christ Followers, it forces us to ask 
hard questions of our society, our churches, yes, and ourselves. It forces us to 
take action. To respond with #alllivesmatter is to “de”fend, not “de”center 
ourselves. We must literally learn to listen to understand not to defend.  
 
Listening to understand requires us to slow down the conversation. How often 
when someone is sharing do we start formulating in our minds our response to 
refute, discount, or defend our own position. When we are putting together a 
response, we are not listening. We must practice “de”centering the self. What 
they are saying is not about you. Too often, we take what is said personally when 
it is not about us. If something is said about our racial group, the speaker is talking 
about our group identity not our personal identity. Focus attention on the other; 
hear what is said. Then take the time to think and respond. It is okay if the 
conversations go slower; thoughtful conversations always do.   
 
So many pretend to know what they don’t know. You can’t learn if you already 
know. A key step to honest conversations is to admit one doesn’t know. We must 
get to a place of knowing that we don’t know when it comes to this issue of race. 
There is no shame in not knowing. The shame is in hanging on to that position and 
being willfully ignorant. In listening to the stories of others—especially for whites 
because our stories are so taken for granted—it can feel like we have no stories. 
We often have not reflected on how race has impacted our lives. We haven’t 
been required to think about those stories in our lives. We dominant-culture-folk 
have to start asking a new set of questions.  
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•In this instance what does it mean that I am white?  
•How has my whiteness figured into this circumstance?  
•How has my experience, because of my whiteness, differed from that of 
other races? 

If our collective story is supported by the dominant culture, then we must perfect 
the skills of ferreting out our individual stories.  
 
For those of us who are people of color, it is not the given that we know our 
stories. The work is harder for us because the given is that we ingest the 
dominant culture stories and think we have none. Or worse, we assume therefore 
that our stories don’t matter and by inflection that we don’t matter. The key step 
is to learn our stories, to learn to value them, and teach them to our children. We 
must take the time to reflect on our stories, find our own heroes and sheroes, not 
those designated by the dominant culture, and tell our stories no matter what.  
 
In Scripture, women are pushed to the margins in both testaments, but their 
stories still come through. Their stories matter, and God acts through them and in 
their stories. The same holds for us. So much of the story of people of color in this 
country is a story of injustice. God, who is a God of justice, acts against injustice. 
Justice is part of the character of God and to think that God has nothing to say 
and is not actively working against racial injustice is to misread the Bible. We must 
all take a fresh look at the biblical story to see how our racial stories intersect, to 
see what God is teaching, and to see how God is calling us to action in a racialized 
society. 
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V. Discussion Questions:  
 

1. Can you remember a time when you felt like someone deeply listened to 

your story?  What happened? What did it feel like? 

 
2. Have you ever not spoken up for fear of being misunderstood? What else 

holds you back from speaking up?  

 

3. Karen McKinney writes that those of us in the dominant culture need to 
remember to ask questions of ourselves including:  
“In this instance what does it mean that I am white?” 
“How has my whiteness figured into this circumstance?”  
“How has my experience, because of my whiteness, differed from that of 
other races?” 
Why are these questions important?  If you are white, are these questions 
you could ask yourself, and what might some of the answers be?” 
 

4. What do you know about your family’s history or cultural heritage of your 

ancestors?  Do you wish to know more? If so, why do you think this 

knowledge wasn’t passed on? 

 

5. Eric Barreto writes that we must “recognize that justice is not an 

afterthought in our faith and in the gospel.”  How would our churches look 

differently if “justice is not an afterthought?” 
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Juliana Keen, LSS Anti-Racism Taskforce 
Thomas Mueller, LSS Anti-Racism Taskforce 
 
As we engage in the spiritual practice of deep listening, we can open our eyes and 
hearts more deeply to the historical and present reality of racial inequity in our 
country.  This deep listening can be interwoven with concrete next steps to 
change our course and build more just and equitable communities.  Below are 
some recommendations we can take as we individually and collectively seek to 
move the dial on racial equity.   
 
1) Further Reading 
 
Learning more about the racial narratives in the U.S. and how they pervade every 
aspect of our society — from media to criminal justice, education to social 
services — is one of the most important ways we can begin shifting our culture 
toward racial equity.  The majority of the media we consume, news sources, 
television shows, books and magazines, come from the dominant white 
perspective. Intentionally seeking out information that does not come through 
this lens helps us see a fuller picture and deeper truth.  Here are a few great 
starting points:  
 
The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness  
by Michelle Alexander 
 A great introduction to the disparities between white persons and persons 
of color in the criminal justice system and the historical evolution of this injustice. 
 
Uprooting Racism, How White People Can work for Racial Justice  
by Paul Kivel 
 A broad introduction to racial justice issues written for white persons in 
particular. 
 
 

VI. NEXT STEPS 
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Between the World and Me 
by Ta-nehesi Coates 
 A powerful personal letter from an African-American father to his son 
about the realities of growing up in a world of disparate racial realities. 
 
Waking Up White and Finding Myself in the Story of Race 
By Debbie Irving 
  Irving shares her struggle to understand racism and racial tensions, and 
offers a fresh perspective on bias, stereotypes, manners, and tolerance.  Exercises 
at the end of each chapter prompt readers to explore their own racialized ideas.  
 
Promises I Can Keep: Why Poor Women Put Motherhood Before Marriage 
By Kathryn Edin and Maria Kefalas 
 An enlightening study on the stereotypes of young, single, motherhood. 
 
 
New America Media: a nationwide association of over 3,000 ethnic, mostly 
independent, media organizations. 
       
Colorlines: a daily news site featuring award-winning investigative reporting and 
news analysis. They focus their reporting on the way world events are affected by 
racial issues. Published by Race Forward.  
 
 
2) Advocacy 
 
Follow the lead of communities of color.  Your state legislators are eager to hear 
from their constituents about the issues you care about. Learn about the 
advocacy efforts of the following groups and find policies that you can support 
individually or as an organization:  
 
The United Black Legislative Agenda: http://tinyurl.com/hx5c872 
Showing Up for Racial Justice: www.surj.org  
Neighborhoods Organizing for Change: www.mnnoc.org 
Black Lives Matter: www.blacklivesmatter.com 
Voices for Racial Equity: http://voicesforracialjustice.org/ 
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3) Reflection and being intentional about your congregation’s culture 
 
One of the greatest impacts we can have as a church is addressing the policies 
and practices within our own communities that move us toward or away from 
racial equity and justice.  Becoming a congregation that supports racial equity 
does not necessarily mean that your pews become more diverse. It may instead 
mean that you become an ally to people of color in your community and change 
the way you make decisions and allocate resources. 
 
The organization Race Forward (www.raceforward.org) offers this simple, yet 
powerful tool called Choice Points that can aid your church in this process.  The 
Choice Points model helps us consider our decisions and practices through the 
lens of racial equity. A Racial Justice Lens helps us see the ways we may be 
unconsciously furthering racial inequity by maintaining systems of power and 
opportunity.  
 
Using Choice Points to Advance Racial Equity and Inclusion 
 
1. Identify a Choice Point: What is one of your points of opportunity to make or 
influence a decision that may affect equitable outcomes?  
Examples: A social concerns ministry choosing which issues to support 
             A hiring decision or decision about using a contractor or vendor 
     
2. Assess Impacts: What are the impacts of current decisions and actions that may 
be unintentionally reinforcing bias, barriers or inequities? 
  
3. Generate Options: What are some alternative action options that could 
produce different outcomes? (Try to generate several of them.) 
  
4. Decide Action: Which option will generate the most leverage, momentum or 
gain towards advancing equity and inclusion? 
 
5. Change Habits: What systems can be put in place to change our habits and 
support accountability to racial equity? 
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4) Prayer 
 
Prayer — not just for peace, justice and reconciliation in the world — but for the 
courage to keep your eyes, ears, and hearts open and your hands ready: 
 
Lord Jesus, I ask you to open my eyes as you did with the blind man, so that I may 
really see. Tune my ears as you did with the man who was deaf and dumb, so that 
I may really hear what you are saying to me. May the many experiences of my 
senses remind me to be aware of others and of all that is around me.  
 
O God, call us into a deeper relationship to be your church for the sake of the 
world. Help us to see with new eyes the injustices within church and society. Call 
us to have a loving heart that respects and uplifts the humanity and dignity of 
every person; open our ears to listen to and learn from the experiences of people 
of color. Open our mouths to speak up and about injustices. Join us with others to 
work for racial equity and inclusion for all people. 
 
 
5) ELCA End Racism Sunday Liturgy - 2015 
 
http://bit.ly/2cCEcJM 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

http://bit.ly/2cCEcJM
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WorkingPreacher.org, and EnterTheBible.org. 

Barreto earned a doctorate in New Testament from Emory University in Atlanta, and holds a 

Master of Divinity from Princeton Theological Seminary and a Bachelor of Arts in religion, 

magna cum laude, from Oklahoma Baptist University in Shawnee, Okla. 

Barreto has received numerous academic honors. His most recent include the ATS Lilly Faculty 

Fellowship, the Society of Biblical Literature Regional Scholar Award, the George W. Woodruff 

Fellowship, the Emory Minority Fellowship Grant, and several grants from the Hispanic 

Theological Initiative and the Fund for Theological Education. He is a member of the Society of 

Biblical Literature (SBL), the National Association of Baptist Professors of Religion, and La 

Communidad of Hispanic Scholars of Religion. He also served on the boards of the Minnesota 

Council of Churches and Lutheran Social Service of Minnesota. 
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Rev. Horacio Castillo 

Pastor, Holy Cross Lutheran Church, Oakdale, Minnesota 

 
Horacio Castillo was called to Holy Cross Lutheran Church in 
Oakdale, Minnesota in 2015. Previously, Castillo served as an 
intern pastor at Shepherd of the Hills Lutheran Church in 
Shoreview, Minnesota after serving in the Iglesia Luterana 
Agustina de Guatemala – ILAG – (Augustinian Lutheran 
Church in Guatemala). 

Castillo is certified in Dialogue Education Principles through 
Global Learning Partners and has facilitated classes at the 
Agora Program located at Luther Seminary.  

For nine years, Castillo served as Assistant to the Bishop in 
the ILAG and as Pastor of 17 congregations, both rural and city ministry, in Guatemala.  He also 
taught Lutheran History, Lutheran Confessional Writings and Lutheran Theology at the ILAG’s 
seminary to equip and train lay leaders to be ordained in Word and Sacrament ministry and 
provide continuing education for pastors.  

Castillo was a planner and host of visiting delegations from the ELCA and facilitator of the 
relationships between the ELCA and ILAG churches. He also represented the ILAG in 
international church conferences and shared the vision of the ILAG with partner or potential 
partner churches of the ELCA. 

Castillo was ordained to Word and Sacrament Ministry in 1997. He earned a Master of Arts 
degree in Systematic Theology from Luther Seminary in 2016. Castillo attended Law School at 
Universidad Mariano Galvez de Guatemala in Guatemala City and finished his studies in 2010. 

 

Rev. Amanda Olson de Castillo  
Senior Pastor, Luther Memorial Lutheran Church, Saint Paul, 
Minnesota 
 
Amanda Olson de Castillo was called to Luther Memorial 
Lutheran Church as Senior Pastor in 2015. Previously, she 
served as one of two pastors at St. Luke Lutheran Church in 
Cottage Grove, Minnesota.  

Ordained to Word and Sacrament Ministry in 2007, Olson de 
Castillo served for nine years in the Iglesia Luterana Agustina 
de Guatemala – ILAG – (Augustinian Lutheran Church of 
Guatemala) as the missionary of the St. Paul Area Synod and Southeastern (US) Synod. She was 
Pastor of 17 congregations, both rural and city ministry, in Guatemala and also taught Lutheran 
Theology and Bible at ILAG’s seminary to equip and train lay leaders to be ordained in Word 
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and Sacrament ministry and provide continuing education for pastors. Additionally, she was a 
planner and host of visiting delegations from the ELCA and facilitator of the relationships 
between ELCA and ILAG churches.  

Olson de Castillo has been a contributor of WorkingPreacher.org and of GodPause.org for 
Luther Seminary. She has also presented and led classes for laity in Washington State and 
Alabama. 

Olson de Castillo received the Graduate Preaching Fellowship in 2004 and the Faithfulness in 
Ministry Award from Luther Seminary in 2010.  

Olson de Castillo received her Master of Divinity degree from Luther Seminary, St. Paul, MN. 
She also received her Bachelor of Arts degree in Religion with a concentration in Middle Eastern 
Studies from St. Olaf College, Northfield, Minnesota. 

 

Rev. Joan A. Conroy (Joann) 

Chaplain, Good Samaritan Society Center, Maplewood, MN  

Joann Conroy joined Good Samaritan Society Center in 

Maplewood, Minnesota as a Chaplain in 2014.  She currently 

serves on the Antiracism Task Force and Native American 

Ministry team for the St. Paul Area Synod; as President of the 

American Indian Alaskan Native Lutheran Association; and on 

the Isaiah Core Team at Lutheran Church of the Redeemer in 

St. Paul, Minnesota. She was ordained in 2000. 

Previously, she was the Executive Director for the Center for 

Restorative Justice in Rapid City, South Dakota. For eight 

years, she served as Campus Pastor at Lutheran Campus  

Ministry for the South Dakota School School of Mines and Technology in Rapid City.  Earlier in 

her ministry, Conroy was a pastor developer in Rapid City for Atonement Lutheran Church, the 

Synod Multicultural Center and Woyatan Lutheran Church where she provided ministry among 

Native American people, ex-offenders and the homeless.  She also provided Mission Supply for 

the Rosebud Sioux Reservation and Clergy Supply for the Episcopal Church in Rapid City. 
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Rev. William Siong 

Mission Developer, Good Samaritan Lutheran Church, Saint 

Paul, Minnesota 

 

William Siong is a Mission Developer for Good Samaritan 

Lutheran Church in Saint Paul, Minnesota. Previously, he 

served Hmong Central Lutheran Church in Saint Paul. He was 

ordained in 2004. 

Siong sits on the Candidacy Committee for the Saint Paul 

Area Synod and serves as President of the Parent Teacher 

Organization (PTO) of the Community School of Excellence in 

Saint Paul. Prior to that, he served as a clergy of color on the Synod Council for the Saint Paul 

Area Synod and also led the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America Hmong Caucus as 

President.  

Siong received his Bachelor of Arts degree from Crown College in St. Bonifacius, Minnesota. He 

earned his Master of Divinity degree from Luther Seminary in Saint Paul, Minnesota. He is 

currently working on his Doctor of Ministry degree at Luther Seminary. 

 

 

Rev. Dr. Karen McKinney  

Associate Professor of Biblical and Theological Studies, Community Liaison for the Office of 

Diversity, Bethel University, Saint Paul, Minnesota 

 

A native Minnesotan, raised in Minneapolis, she is the 

recipient of a Bush Fellowship Award (1993), and Faculty of 

Excellence Award, Bethel University (2007). 

 

Her education includes a Bachelor of Arts degree from the 

University of Minnesota (English Literature), a Master of 

Divinity from Fuller Theological Seminary, a Master of Science 

in Experiential Education from Mankato State University, and 

a Doctorate in Educational Leadership from the University of 

St. Thomas. Most recently she has a chapter, “Learning Through Simulations” in the book 

Teaching the Next Generations: A Comprehensive Guide to Teaching Christian Formation, to be 

released in October 2016. She has been a youth pastor, youth leadership-training specialist, 



  

 

43 
 

youth chaplain, training consultant and adult trainer. McKinney consults extensively in the area 

of anti-racism and diversity.   

McKinney serves as associate minister at Fellowship Missionary Baptist Church in Minneapolis. 

Missions are a special area of interest. McKinney has served in a mission capacity in Mexico, 

Ecuador, Kenya, and Israel. She has taken teams of youth on mission trips to Haiti, Mexico, 

Belize and Jamaica, and taken classes to Greece and Turkey. She has a heart for social justice 

especially the areas of race, poverty, and gender issues. 

 

Rev. Louise Britts 

Pastor, Messiah Lutheran Church, Minneapolis, Minnesota 

Hospice Chaplain, Presbyterian Homes, Minneapolis, Minnesota 

 

Louise Britts currently serves as a Pastor at Messiah Lutheran 

Church in Minneapolis, Minnesota and a Hospice Chaplain at 

Presbyterian Homes in the Twin Cities. Previously, she was a 

Pastor at River of Life Lutheran Church in North Minneapolis. 

For eight years, she also served as a Hospice Chaplain for 

Health Partners in the Twin Cities. 

 

Prior to being ordained in 2002, Britts worked for Honeywell 

in physical plant security and then computer security. Earlier 

in her career, she volunteered in Zimbabwe for the Truth and Reconciliation Act with the 

Catholic Commission on Peace and Justice and also served as a volunteer in community 

development in India. 

 

Britts received her Bachelor of Arts degree with majors in Mathematics and Psychology and 

minors in World Religions and Computer Science from Augsburg College in Minneapolis, 

Minnesota. She received her Master of Divinity degree from the Lutheran School of Theology in 

Chicago, Illinois and also earned a Master of Arts degree in Pastoral Care from St. Paul Seminary 

at the University of St. Thomas in St. Paul, Minnesota. 
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   EQUALITY    vs.   EQUITY 
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This LSS of MN small group study joins our other free resources “My Neighbor is 

Muslim” Small Group Study of the Muslim Faith, an “Abundant Aging” book study 

and the “Not Even One Night” Bible study about youth homelessness. LSS of MN 

is pleased to serve as a resource for our church and community, offering materials 

that come from our experience in supporting and serving our neighbors on behalf 

of the 1,100 Lutheran congregations in Minnesota. All study guides can be found 

at lssmn.org/congregations/resources/.  

 

LSS staff and volunteers are always available to preach or speak in your 

congregation or community group. Please let us know how else we might be 

helpful by contacting congregations@lssmn.org. 
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