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Where Do We Go from Here? 
 

I pray that the words I write are not misinterpreted or taken in a spirit other than the one 

intended.  

I have heard from several of my clergy siblings, friends, and others to whom I am not that close. 

Each lament the state in which we find ourselves, as we cope with the pandemic of Covid-19 

and the Stay-at-Home Orders that keep us from being able to connect in a fashion that we 

would like. The tragedy of George Floyd’s death brings to the forefront issues that are more 

important to the black community and the world at large. Mr. Floyd is a name we would not 

have known or remembered for more than a few days were it not for the phone camera that 

we all carry now. Such killings happen all too regularly. However, because we witnessed this 

most brutal yet matter-of-fact murder, many of us are up in arms.  Armed with a since of moral 

outrage, something must be done. Now we are confronted with the undeniable reality that our 

beloved country is still, after 401 years, infused with systemic biases and conscious or 

unconscious racism. 

Some of us are able to remember Emmett Till’s murder and the horror that it brought.  Others 

remember Medgar Evers.   Many of us would like to think that these murders were all in our 

past, that they are behind us, that “we are better than that” now.  Others remember the days 

of both de jure and de facto segregation in our country.  In addition, despite what we thought 

or think about our past, the painful reality is that not enough has changed.  

Let us not forget that when the Methodist Church formed in 1784, the South [Methodist 

Episcopal Church South] split sixty years later, in 1844, over the issue of race. In order to bring 

the Methodist Church back together, black people were asked, no told, to segregate from the 

rest of the church in 1939.They were not invited back until 1968 with the forming of the 

“United Methodist Church.”  

The history of the people we call white or Caucasian has been to subjugate and dominate the 

world. Some of these people have now come to the awareness that the way of life they have 

been imposing and propagating upon the world and in our nation is wrong.  

Is it an awakening by God? After all, it was 430 years before God heeded the cries of the 

children of Israel while they were in Egypt. It may be that after 401 years, God is hearing the 

cries of the people of African descent whose forbears were slaves in this country. I pray that it 

does not take another 29 years for us to become true sisters and brothers. 

The issue of how we can truly live as sisters and brothers has plagued this country from the very 

beginning, from 1619 when the first 20 or 30 enslaved Africans were brought in chains to these 

shores. Those who formed the United States of America were aware of the evil of slavery, as 

they left open the path for redemption. When this country was being formed into a democratic 
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republic as opposed to a federation, in 1787, the question of how to account for slaves was on 

the table. The reasoning was that to count slaves as full human beings would give the South a 

great advantage in Congress. The great compromise was to count slaves as 3/5 of a person.  

Yes, the myth of white supremacy and racism has been a tool used by whites to maintain power 

and domination. This issue will continue to plague us until we face it and then deal with it. As 

James Baldwin said in his debate with William F. Buckley Jr., “Not everything that is faced can 

be changed but nothing can be changed until it is faced.”  I do hope that now is the time that 

we fully face the demons of our past, which continue to haunt us all.   

Just as God spoke to the children of Israel, God is speaking to the people of African descent 

whose forbears were slaves. Exodus 3:21-22 says, “God will give the oppressed people favor.”  

In 1863 President Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation. This is arguably the 

second greatest document for the relief of people of African descent in our country.  The most 

important being the 13th Amendment to the Constitution, ratified in December 1865, which 

abolished slavery in the United States of America. The promise of Exodus 3:21-22 flowered 

briefly when Lincoln confiscated 20,000 acres of land and the Freedmen’s Bureau began to 

redistribute that land to the freed slaves.  The promise withered when Johnson became 

President and restored all such land to the original owners. 

It is my firm belief that until we as a country form something like the South African “Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission” with an eye toward reparations to the descendants of former 

slaves, we will never heal. The common question facing both the descendants of former slaves 

and former slaveholders is to what extent do I have responsibility to right a wrong from the 

past? Does anyone in our current society see that they gain an advantage from the past, or do 

they have any personal benefit from what happened the past? How can any of the sins of the 

past which persist be rectified; is a fair redistribution possible? What would be the format? 

How could any such concept be accomplished equitably?  

I do not hold myself out, as an expert in such matters, nor do I think what I am putting forth is a 

complete list of possibilities for the solution. However, it is my opinion that if we could rebuild 

Western Europe, as we did, with the Marshall Plan at a cost of $13 billion (more than $100 

billion in today’s dollars).  We also reconstructed the entire social and economic structure of 

Japan under the MacArthur occupation in the years of 1945 to 1952. The cost of which is 

unspecified, then this country can surely muster the will to make what is wrong in our own 

country right.  These measures were taken because it was in the best interest of the people and 

the right thing to do, not because it was owed to the people. The question is, does this country 

have the moral fiber to finally do what it should have been done in 1865? That is, to provide to 

the people of African descent whose forbears were slaves a fair chance to be on an equal 

footing with those who were not enslaved.  

I do recognize that the changing of people’s hearts is the first work that must be done. We who 

call ourselves Christians must first honestly face these issues. What are the issues? What is the 
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wrong that has been perpetrated upon people of African descent whose forbears were slaves? 

They have been and still are excluded from the rights of and acceptance of full citizenship; this 

is the greatest issue of all.  

The African slaves had everything – language, customs, and family -- stripped from them when 

they came to these shores.  As the five prominent black Washingtonian men that met with 

President Lincoln explained to him, “this is the only country that we know.” That is to say, the 

people of African descent whose forbears were slaves in this country are uniquely American. 

They have no other home. They cannot go back to Africa for there is no country called Africa. 

They are a product of these United States of America, and to be clear, are the only people that 

did not ask to come here. 

There was a book released in the mid-seventies called “Mandingo,” a fiction set in the South 

around 1832. On the forward page it reads, “When you take all that a man is you must give him 

something of value to replace it.” I shall not forget how these words made me feel when I read 

them. I still get a sense of despair when I think of them today. The United States of America has 

yet to give to the people of African descent whose forbears were slaves anything of value to 

replace that which was taken from them. The things of value were beaten, cut, stolen, or 

psychologically removed from people who were then and still are told to be happy.  

The time has come for a Marshall plan for the people of African descent whose forbears were 

slaves in this country. If we are to have peace in this country, we must give full birth to the 

descendants of these slaves as full citizens of the United States of America. No, not to be part of 

a melting pot, but to be uniquely themselves and accepted for who they are!  

We as Christians have a special responsibility to God. In Psalm 51:4, King David said, “against 

thee and thee alone have I sinned.” He misused Bathsheba and Joab and mistreated Uriah. King 

David’s actions were against people, but his sin was against God. Similarly, white supremacy, 

white privilege and its manifestations are actions taken against people of African descent 

whose forbears were slaves in this country, as well as sins against God. This is in direct 

contradiction to the commandment love God and to love neighbor.  

Love is a verb that requires action. Jesus said if your brother has something against you leave 

your gift at the altar and go and reconcile with your brother (Matthew 5:23). People of African 

descent whose forbears were slaves in this country, have something against those who have 

been complicit with white supremacy and racism, by their silence and inaction. Before there 

can be conciliation, there must be acknowledgement of the sins of the past and correction.  

The first step is to correct (fix) what is wrong in the church; then you have the moral authority 

to speak to the world. Our Council of Bishops has issued an apology to the people of African 

descent whose forbears were slaves for the mis-treatment and insensitivities that have been  

endured.  Much progress has been made in the area of appointments.  However, the isolation 



Presented Second Annual  
Mountain Sky Conference of the United Methodist Church 

By Elder King Hezekiah Harris General Evangelist  

4 

that is felt when a black person is sent to a white congregation is real and the Commission on 

Religion and Race has not in most cases prepared the congregation for the change.  

People of African descent whose forbears were slaves suffer from a disproportionate amount of 

the homelessness in this country. They represent 13% of the population but 40% of 

homelessness.  

People of African descent whose forbears were slaves are disproportionately incarcerated. Of 

the nearly three million people locked up, again 40% are from this population.  

People of African descent whose forbears were slaves suffer disproportionately from food 

insecurity. Of the approximately 41 million people in this country facing food insecurity, about 

21% are of this group. 

People of African descent whose forbears were slaves suffer disproportionately from out-of-

school suspensions, as well as from in-school suspensions. They represent about 57% of the 

population that drop out before graduation. In both college and the building trades, they are 

grossly under-represented.   

There are many scores of examples of such inequality in the United States, from housing and 

employment discrimination, to life expectancy and the quality of available medical care, to 

equal treatment by the justice system. 

And, as we have been so painfully reminded by the videos of George Floyd, and Ahmaud Arbery 

people of African descent whose forbears were slaves suffer from a disproportionate amount of 

the deaths at the hands of law enforcement and citizen vigilantes. It is my contention that they 

(and many others in the dominant society) see people of African descent as “the other” -- not 

as full members of the human race. 

Where do we go from here?      

1. Pray and ask God to change hearts and minds. 

2. Retrain the SPRC to care for and bolster the position of the pastors of color that you 

send into these situations.  

3. Advocate for the establishment of a Truth and Reconciliation commission first within 

the church then within the structure of the United States Government. 

4. Out of the Truth and Reconciliation would come a “Marshall Plan, which would then 

begin to solve the issues of disparity in wealth, health, homelessness and food 

insecurity. 

5. Work for the reform of the justice system and the law enforcement in our country.  

6. Work to establish a group that would work with the United States Department of 

Housing and Urban development to end homelessness. 

7. Work to reduce the number of people that are incarcerated and strive for equal 

sentencing for people of African descent in this country. 
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8. Work toward solving food insecurity among all people, with special attention to 

people of African descent in this country. 

9. Repair the breach in our public education system that currently keeps schools on 

different tracks.  

10. Every person of African descent whose forebears were slaves should receive a cash 

payment equal to the value of the slave labor in today’s dollars; paid by the federal 

government.  

These are a few of my thoughts on the issues of what we can do and where we go from here. 

Given the amount of pain that has been afflicted upon people of African descent who forbears 

were slaves, it is clear that some measure of extraordinary difficulty must be used to repair the 

breach. It is the right time and you are the right people, to right the wrong and sins of the past. 

Thereby, causing this country to live into the greatness of the Constitution of these United 

States of America.   


