
June 20, 2020

Dear Cain,
Yes, you are responsible to your brother.

Love,
Granddad

I’ve always imagined this was God’s response when, just after Cain murders Abel, God asked him, 
“Where is your brother Abel?” To which Cain replied, “… am I my brother’s keeper?” (Gen. 4.9).

According to Jesus, his follower’s main responsibility is to consider the well-being of others as 
equal to our own (Mk 12.31, James 2.8, etc.).  At St. Alban’s we affirm Jesus’ call in this way:  The 
Episcopal Church in Arlington is an open, affirming, and inclusive faith community striving through 
worship, love and service to welcome and value all people just as God created them.  

“…to welcome and value all….” For me, that seems obviously non-negotiable. 
Do I regularly fail at “value all?” Yep. We all do.  That doesn’t mean we’re “bad” people.  It just 

means we are people.  Nevertheless, even in our people-ness Jesus insists we strive towards “Yes, you 
are responsible to your brother.”  Jesus’ call, also, seems non-negotiable to me.

It has become undeniably apparent that our American societal structure and practices fail at 
valuing our Black brothers and sisters, not just with physical things like housing, clean water, and 
medical care but also with spiritual realities like dignity, respect, equality, and justice.  Our collective, 
objective truth is that our American society is woven through with systemic racism.  If one is 
culturally American (like me) this is the water in which one swims.  It doesn’t mean I am a bad person, 
or you.  It doesn’t mean that I am overtly racist, or you.  It does mean that for most of us white folk 
our cultural systems benefit us at the expense of marginalized Americans and have since before the 
beginning of this nation. This plays out in economic and violent ways in which we are complicit.

Our collective sin is that we don’t pay attention to our collective reality.  We go about 
unquestioningly enjoying the indirect benefits of systemic racism and ignoring the violence visited 
upon our brothers and sisters. That’s not easy for me to hear.  If you’re a Black person in America it’s 
even harder to experience.  But it is our communal truth - we live within a system that physically and 
spiritually benefits white folks over minority folks.  My white privilege doesn’t mean I haven’t had to 
work hard to succeed. It just means the color of my skin isn’t one of the things that makes it harder.

Jesus insists we actively pay attention - “You shall love the Lord with all your heart, soul, and 
strength” (Mat. 22). These next several seasons I invite you to join me in purposefully paying attention 
as a step towards striving towards valuing all people.  With this letter you find the first step in this 
journey: a set of resources for independent education and self-examination. More steps will follow 
later. I vow to commit myself to this work even though it may challenge me, knowing that it will 
eventually liberate me.  Join me and together we will strive towards creating a world where all God’s 
people are truly valued.

God bless us all on this journey,       

The Rev. Kevin Johnson, Priest-in-Charge
Vestry: Priscilla Promise, Senior Warden • George Post, Junior Warden • Karen Sherman • Sandy Johnson 
•Jeri Jarzabski • Kristi Hanhart • Peggy Pate • Doug Hunt • Gloria Bender
Treasurer: Walt Cabe; Clerk: Karen Henry
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Becoming Mark 12:31: Three Seasons of Study and Examination
Prologue

T his is an invitation to safely explore the issue of racism within ourselves and our community. If 
that sentence makes you a bit nervous know that it makes us a bit nervous, also.   

Our truth is that we grew up within a segregated culture, just like most middle-class Americans.  We 
may have brushed shoulders or been friends with people from other cultures and races, but our day to day 
context, the waters in which we swam, were full of white folks and white culture.   That’s not bad; it just 
is. 

However, it left us (and likely you, too) deficient in understanding, appreciation, and consideration of 
cultures other than ours.  If we are to be completely revealing, our culture also fed us a picture of and 
ideas about other cultures that were slanted towards the negative.  And we, if not individually certainly 
societally, became what we ate, partnering in a socially structured tapestry that favored white folks over 
other folks. Displacing Native Americans, redlining, freeways dividing cities into black and white, 
separate but not equal education are all examples of the systemic structures that favored white culture 
over others.  This is the body that is America. 

At the same time we yearn to be Mark 12:31 - “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  Not just 
say it or hope for it, but be the love of Christ that values and treats one’s neighbor as oneself.  This is our 
ideal, the Shining City on a Hill. After all, we know there is no other commandment greater than this.  
And yet, we live within a societal system that feeds us with a different nutrient. 

 It is time to go on a diet.  If we want to be Mark 12:31 we have to notice what we’ve consumed, 
make some decisions about what we want to become tomorrow, and change our diets. 

Changing one’s diet is hard work.  This we personally know.  It is not just physical, it is 
psychological, emotional, and relational.  Doing the work to become Mark 12:31 will require effort - 
psychologically, emotionally, and relationally. The first step is the virtue of humility - a willingness to 
recognize one is not fully what Jesus calls us to be.  The second step is to take a deep breath and begin the 
journey, to replace self-regard with open-minded curiosity. 

Our first Season of Study and Personal Examination is independent - on your own with no one 
looking over your shoulder.  We want to provide you the grace to explore free of judgment so that you 
may objectively seek to discover the facts then examine your own self in relationship to your discoveries. 

When the time is right (this fall / winter) we will provide materials for the second Season - shared 
study and small group conversation.  Next winter / spring we will move towards a Season of parish-wide 
community conversation and exploration. 

A word about resistance. 
If you are feeling resistant to engaging in this work you are normal.  Words like “racist,” and “racism” 

carry deep suggestions to immorality, abuse, and judgment.  It is normal to feel resistant to those 
implications.  Relax. This study is not about you or I being “racist,” nor is it about any of us being 
immoral or abusive.  

On the other hand if you feel no resistance to this study we wonder if you are really paying attention 
to yourself.  We have actively worked on our racial concepts for decades.  Along the way we have 
discovered that because the culture is constantly feeding us with racist ideas our work will never be 
finished - two steps forward, one step back. Even with our years of work within us there remains that little 
resistant piece of defensiveness. 

Because we all work better with a little bit of oversight we invite you to complete and sign this form 
as a tangible commitment to your intent to become Mark 12:31.  Keep it somewhere where it will be 
remind you of your commitment each day. 

———————————————————————- 
Mark 12:31 “…You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  
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Becoming Mark 12:31: Three Seasons of Study and Examination
Prologue

Dear God, 
I have heard Jesus’ call for me to become a living example of “Love my neighbor as myself.”  You 

know I am committed to this and you know I try to do this.  You also know that I am imperfect and that in 
my imperfection I am not fully living into Jesus’ call for me.  Therefore, I vow to actively work towards 
becoming who I am crafted to be through study and self-examination. 

- For study, between now and October, I commit to (See Ch. 1 list, following. We recommend at 
least three “Appetizers,” two “Second Courses,” one “Entree,” and one “Side”): 

- For daily self-examination I will (we have provided a Daily Examen at the end of Ch. 1 crafted for 
this study, but you may find something more helpful if desired): 
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Becoming Mark 12:31: Three Seasons of Study and Examination
Prologue

Finally, we offer you the following from Presiding Bishop Curry’s Word to the Church: “When the 
Cameras are Gone, We Will Still Be Here.” 

May 30, 2020 
A word to the Church from Presiding Bishop Michael Curry: 
“Our long-term commitment to racial justice and reconciliation is embedded in our identity as 
baptized followers of Jesus. We will still be doing it when the news cameras are long gone.” 
In the midst of COVID-19 and the pressure cooker of a society in turmoil, a Minnesota 
man named George Floyd was brutally killed. His basic human dignity was stripped by someone 
charged to protect our common humanity.  
Perhaps the deeper pain is the fact that this was not an isolated incident. It happened to Breonna 
Taylor on March 13 in Kentucky. It happened to Ahmaud Arbery on February 23 in 
Georgia. Racial terror in this form occurred when I was a teenager growing up black in Buffalo, 
New York. It extends back to the lynching of Emmett Till in 1955 and well before that. It’s not just 
our present or our history. It is part of the fabric of American life.  
But we need not be paralyzed by our past or our present. We are not slaves to fate but people of 
faith. Our long-term commitment to racial justice and reconciliation is embedded in our identity 
as baptized followers of Jesus. We will still be doing it when the news cameras are long gone. 
That work of racial reconciliation and justice – what we know as Becoming Beloved Community 
– is happening across our Episcopal Church. It is happening in Minnesota and in the Dioceses of 
Kentucky, Georgia and Atlanta, across America and around the world. That mission matters now 
more than ever, and it is work that belongs to all of us. 
It must go on when racist violence and police brutality are no longer front-page news. It must go 
on when the work is not fashionable, and the way seems hard, and we feel utterly alone. It is the 
difficult labor of picking up the cross of Jesus like Simon of Cyrene, and carrying it until no one – 
no matter their color, no matter their class, no matter their caste – until no child of God is 
degraded and disrespected by anybody. That is God's dream, this is our work, and we shall not 
cease until God's dream is realized.  
Is this hopelessly naïve? No, the vision of God’s dream is no idealistic utopia. It is our 
only real hope. And, St. Paul says, “hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been 
poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit” (Romans 5:5). Real love is the dogged commitment to 
live my life in the most unselfish, even sacrificial ways; to love God, love my neighbor, love the 
earth and truly love myself. Perhaps most difficult in times like this, it is even love for my 
enemy. That is why we cannot condone violence. Violence against any person – conducted by 
some police officers or by some protesters – is violence against a child of God created in God’s 
image. No, as followers of Christ, we do not condone violence. 
Neither do we condone our nation’s collective, complicit silence in the face of injustice 
and violent death. The anger of so many on our streets is born out  of the accumulated frustration 
that so few seem to care when another black, brown or native life is snuffed out.  
But there is another way. In the parable of the Good Samaritan, a broken man lay on the side of 
the road. The religious leaders who passed were largely indifferent. Only the Samaritan saw the 
wounded stranger and acted. He provided medical care and housing. He made provision for this 
stranger’s well-being. He helped and healed a fellow child of God. 
Love, as Jesus teaches, is action like this as well as attitude. It seeks the good, the well-being, and 
the welfare of others as well as one’s self. That way of real love is the only way there is.  
Accompanying this statement is a card describing ways to practice the Way of Love in the midst 
of pandemic, uncertainty and loss. In addition, you will find online a set of resources to help  
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Becoming Mark 12:31: Three Seasons of Study and Examination
Prologue

Episcopalians to LEARN, PRAY & ACT in response to racist violence and police brutality. That 
resource set includes faithful tools for listening to and learning from communities too often 
ignored or suppressed, for incorporating God’s vision of justice into your personal and 
community prayer life, and for positively and constructively engaging in advocacy and public 
witness. 
Opening and changing hearts does not happen overnight. The Christian race is not a sprint; it is 
a marathon. Our prayers and our work for justice, healing and truth-telling must be unceasing. 
Let us recommit ourselves to following in the footsteps of Jesus, the way that leads to healing, 
justice and love. 

May you be blessed in your journey; may you be a blessing to the world because of your journey. 

June 22, 2020 
The Feast of St. Alban’s 
 

 
    

Kevin A. Johnson    Peggy N. Pate 
Priest-in-Charge    Vestry Chair for Spiritual Formation 
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Becoming Mark 12:31 
Chapter 1. A Season of Self-Study and Personal Examination 

Jesus spends a lot of time eating with people - his friends, those who oppose him, those who sought to kill 
him….  Other than squeeze out some free meals, why does he do this? Perhaps it is because conversations 
around the table lead to transformation.  This chapter contains a meal for spiritual engagement. Partake of 
the familiar comfort food, but also try some new flavors.  “Do not work for the food that perishes, but for 
the food that endures for eternal life…” (John 6.27). 

A ppetizers (coming to the table) 
A Smithsonian webpage that is very helpful as a starting point in understanding terms and topics to 
investigate: https://nmaahc.si.edu/learn/talking-about-race/topics/being-antiracist  
An interesting quiz to explore your knowledge: https://www.washingtonpost.com/test-your-knowledge-
on-the-history-of-us/96b42b72-6540-45d1-af88-f297c81afa3c_quiz.html  
A list of terms you may encounter in your studies: https://racialequitytools.org/glossary 
Code Switch: a podcast from NPR: https://www.npr.org/podcasts/510312/codeswitch . Especially timely: 
“Why now, White People?” June 16, 2020 (30 minutes) 
A PBS Special, The Talk: Real People’s Stories:  https://www.pbs.org/video/talk-race-america-talk-race-
america/  
Book:  White Fragility, Robin Diangelo 
Movie: “Selma” exploring the history of the Civil Rights movement 

Second Courses (awakening the palate) 
A Pulitzer Prize winning exploration: https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/1619-
america-slavery.html  
Book: Between the World and Me, Ta-Nehisi Coates 
Book: Born A Crime, Trevor Noah 
Podcast: Fresh Air: Terry Gross interviewing Ta-Nehisi Coates Between the World and Me : https://
www.npr.org/2020/01/02/793037135/fresh-air-favorites-ta-nehisi-coates  

Entrées (nourishment for the journey) 
A Peabody award winning 14 part podcast from Duke University, “Seeing White”: http://
www.sceneonradio.org/seeing-white/  

Book: The New Jim Crow, Michelle Alexander 
Book: So You Want to Talk About Race, Ijeoma Oluo 
Book: America’s Original Sin: Racism, White Privilege, and a Bridge to a New America,  Jim Wallis 
Movie: “The Central Park Five” 
Movie: “13th” 

On the Side (rounding out the meal) 
The Episcopal Church Resources for Racial Reconciliation and Justice: https://episcopalchurch.org/racial-
reconciliation/resources 
An interesting glossary of various ways people engage: http://www.indigenousaction.org/accomplices-
not-allies-abolishing-the-ally-industrial-complex 
Practical ways to engage in conversation: https://sojo.net/articles/our-white-friends-desiring-be-allies 
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Becoming Mark 12:31 
Chapter 1. A Season of Self-Study and Personal Examination 

The Daily Examen 

A short time of reflection and self-examination at the end of the day is a long practiced, beloved tradition 
in Christianity. For more information about the Examen go here 

A common version of the Examen is: 
1. Become aware of God’s presence 
2. Review the day with gratitude 
3. Pay attention to your emotions 
4. Choose one feature of the day and pray from it 
5. Look toward tomorrow. 

Here is a form of the Daily Examen  crafted for this Season of Self-Study and Personal-Examination.  1

Find a quiet place where you won’t be interrupted.  Set a timer so you don’t have to worry about the 
clock.  Here’s a link to an app you can use to guide you from question to question: Insight Timer for 
Apple ; Insight Timer for Android . 
 

1. You have set aside this time for reflection. The realities of racism and oppression are overwhelming 
and bewildering. Acknowledge that God is with you in this journey. You are not alone.  

2. After reviewing and reflecting on the ideas that were presented, ask God to bring clarity and 
understanding of the material you have read and heard. Review the events of this day. Were there 
times that one or more of these points can be recognized?  

3. Pay attention to the feelings you experience as you recognize your connection to racial justice and 
injustice. What causes you to feel angry, frustrated, discouraged, sorrowful, isolated, etc.? Did you 
connect to ideas that brought feelings of comfort, encouragement, joy or peace? Look deeply at what 
God is saying to you through these feelings. Where is God’s voice in it?  

4. Which ideas are hard to accept? With what are you struggling? Sometimes it is right to step away 
from untruths, but other times the barrier may come from too-ready judgment, self-righteousness or 
arrogance. Tell God how you feel; ask for God’s forgiveness and help.  

5. Turn your reflection to the day ahead. How might your understanding be applied? Ask God for 
wisdom and courage to act in ways that increase racial justice and bring healing to yourself and 
others. Do all this in the spirit of gratitude. 

End your Examen with the Lord’s Prayer and/or the following prayer for racial justice: 

Almighty God, source of true justice and peace,  
in you there is no distinction of persons,  
for in you we are equally loved.  
Reconcile us that we may live and work  
with each other and with you  
to establish your Kingdom on earth  
where there is no poverty, war, or any oppression,  
through Jesus Christ, our Savior. Amen. 

 https://jesuitscentralsouthern.org/news-detail?TN=NEWS-202002240210261
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