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Abstract 

A Tale of Two Cities Divided: 

IN SEARCH OF RADICAL RECONCILIATION 

by  

Rev. Dan J. Smith 

Background: 

My congregation in St Joseph, Michigan is not racially diverse. They struggle with the 
differences of the communities that surround them. Because of their fears and differences they 
have only engaged the community of Benton Harbor, Michigan in very nominal ways. They tend 
to see little value in a connection with the people on the other side of the river. 

Project:  

In my thesis I begin by exploring the histories of Benton Harbor and St. Joseph. These histories 
show the development of the cities and how their histories have played a big part in shaping how 
things are today. After probing the history of the area I take a theological and exegetical look at 
the idea of reconciliation, as engaged in the Bible and the work of practitioners and scholars. The 
thesis then focuses on interviews I conducted, using the research method of Narrative Inquiry, 
with people that live in the communities of Benton Harbor and St. Joseph, and, more 
specifically, people from Union Memorial African Methodist Episcopal Church and Zion 
Evangelical United Church of Christ. Using these two congregations as a baseline for study, I 
interviewed a cross-section of both churches. The Narrative Inquiry approach helped me to 
identify similarities that existed between the two congregations. After the interviews were 
concluded they were analyzed and then presented to the participants from the two congregations 
for review.  As I engaged the participants in this time of reflection I explored how future 
conversations or collaboration in the area of reconciliation might be beneficial to all parties 
concerned. I believe relationships were established through this project and that this was a 
measurable response in my thesis. By this measure, my project was very successful. Before this 
project I had little to no contact with my neighbors. Now I have a place to start and build upon as 
I look to the future of St. Joseph and Benton Harbor with a great deal of hope and passion. My 
final chapter is a retelling of the story of the tensions between the two cities in light of what I 
learned throughout the project and an anticipation of what steps we might take towards 
reconciliation. 
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General Introduction 

 

I have been a pastor for over twenty years and I have found out that it is a calling that 

never completely unfolds. Just when I think that I am close to finding a solid direction and the 

world seems to be a little more focused, my direction changes once more and my call widens 

once again. As it has been said, “The only thing you can count on is change.” It is with this in 

mind that I start to articulate my calling as it pertains to the urban and cross-cultural settings in 

which I now find myself. 

I am not a stranger to the settings of urban or cross-cultural experience, but I am a new 

citizen in the Benton Harbor and St Joseph, Michigan area. I have spent many years serving in 

Chicago, San Francisco and New York cities. Each of these cities brings its own sets of rules and 

guidelines as you approach street ministry or other styles of urban ministries. So, I am not 

surprised that Benton Harbor brings its own set of rules as to how to engage this community as a 

spiritual leader. 

It was a very dark and cold night when I first entered the city of Benton Harbor. Arriving 

from Pennsylvania to scout out my prospective church, I first drove through Benton Harbor on 

my way to St. Joseph because I did not know my way around the area. I really had no idea that 

my calling would be to the two cities as much as to the congregation itself. When you first enter 

the area, there are no obvious defining boundaries between St. Joseph and Benton Harbor, but it 

only took a short while for me to realize that the river between them might as well be an ocean as 

this is a very defining boundary to most people in the area. 

Once I had arrived in St. Joseph on the 18th of June in the year 2007, a calling emerged 

that would bring me to this point of a doctoral program at Western Theological Seminary in 
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Holland, Michigan. Upon my arrival someone gave me the book, The Other Side of the River by 

Alex Kotlowitz, which caused me to ask questions about the area and how the people were 

handling the strain within their communities. This book tells the story of a young boy from 

Benton Harbor found dead by the Coast Guard Station in St. Joseph and the conflict that ensued 

between the two cities. The author raises many issues but provides few answers.  This thesis 

likewise has few answers, but it does ponder the ideas of reconciliation and unity as a way to 

find an avenue to peace, God's peace. Preparing me for this new pastorate and for this new area 

was a reason why I looked to a Doctor of Ministry program to help me sort through these newly 

found questions.  

In my thesis I will be sharing the histories of Benton Harbor and St. Joseph. These 

histories will show the development of the cities and how their histories have played a big part in 

shaping of things are today. Furthermore, I will interview residents of Benton Harbor and St. 

Joseph and use their personal histories as a way of networking and finding common ground.  

After probing the history of the area I will take an exegetical look at the idea of 

reconciliation, as taught in the Bible and lived out in other settings around the nation. Concepts 

from practioners and scholars studying reconciliation will be used to help us understand the ideas 

and the realities of reconciliation.  

I will use the Narrative Inquiry approach to help me to analyze the data gathered from the 

interviews I did and to understand how these cities have arrived at where they are today. This 

process will help me to clarify historical events as well as shape my thoughts on current events. I 

will then create a summary of my findings and look at possibilities for reconciliation to take 

place. My hope is that we can find a starting place where a few people might feel comfortable 
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communicating concerns and past hurts to help them find healing for a healthier and happier 

community.    
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The Histories of St. Joseph and Benton Harbor 

 

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was 
the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it 
was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, 
it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had nothing before 
us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way.1 
 
 

This quote from Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities accurately depicts the story of 

Benton Harbor and St. Joseph, Michigan. People have written articles and reflections using this 

famous quote from a Tale of Two Cities many times before me, but it seems to fit especially well 

in this instance. It is amazing to read and hear the stories that bring us to the current moment in 

the life of the “Twin Cities,” a name often used to refer to St. Joseph and Benton Harbor at times 

in their history. At one point the cities thought about merging. The cities nearly joined in 1891, 

and failed only because consensus about a name could not be reached.2 From my research, I 

realized that in the beginning the cities could be viewed as the Twin Cities, but over the years the 

cities would become less and less similar, and would eventually sever almost all bonds. I would 

have loved to have been here when there was a mirror reflection between these two amazing 

cities, two cities nestled by the majestic shores of Lake Michigan. 

Benton Harbor and St. Joseph are located directly in the middle of Michigan’s great fruit 

belt, and have celebrated great harvests in a place where the fruits and wines are considered 

second to none.  Today, wine tours are offered throughout the region, where some of the best 

domestic wines in the United States can be found. In addition, both cities benefited from the 

                                                
1 Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities, (1859).  
2 “Proposed Village Merger,” St. Joseph Saturday Herald, (21 June 1891). 
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industrial revolution at the turn of the twentieth century, only to suffer loss from that same 

experience when the cities’ industrial edge would be lost.  
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St. Joseph from the Beginning 

 

St. Joseph got its start in 1891, with the incorporation of the city. A great many events led 

to this moment, but legislatively this was the moment when the village was officially formed and 

became a part of the state of Michigan.3 St. Joseph is the county seat for Berrien County, which 

occupies the bottom southwest portion of the state of Michigan. 

Almost since its founding, St. Joseph has been a popular place for tourism and recreation. 

The Hotel Whitcome, one of the town’s first attractions, is still a popular spot for visitors. Even 

today the building known as “the Whitcome” is a point of pride for the community. The original 

structure was built in 1869.  During its heyday it was a place where people came for mineral 

baths and other health related events. It was an upper class hotel located in a very low key town.  

There have been many renovations over the years, but it still stands today and is a very majestic 

looking building and a cornerstone of the town.4 

Silver Beach Amusement Park also helped bring in tourist dollars. This amusement park 

was one of the biggest sources of revenue for the city from the 1890s to the mid-1960s. Founded 

in 1892 with a water slide and a few buildings, the amusement park was a delight for residents as 

well as tourists.5 Large steam ships and ferries would come from Chicago carrying tourists; some 

for the weekend, and others for extended stays.6 This park was a popular place to visit for many 

years. It was during the mid-60s and the early 70s that crimes such as burglary, theft and 
                                                

3 A.G. Preston, Jr., “A Political History of St. Joseph,” research paper, 1977. 
4 Robert C. Myers, Greetings from St. Joseph. Berrien Springs, (MI: Berrien County Historical Association, 

2008), 42. 
5 Daryl T. Schlender, Silver Sands and Golden Memories: The History of Silver Beach Amusement Park, 

(Benton Harbor, MI:Batson Printing, 2008), 12-14. 
6 Ibid. 
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vandalism created financial losses that caused the owner to close its doors. Finally, the park was 

burnt to the ground by a controlled fire on 1 October 1975.7 Still today there are many great 

stories told by the residents of St. Joseph and Benton Harbor about the good times had during the 

park’s many years of operation. 

A major employer of St. Joseph and the area is Lakeland Medical Center. This hospital 

and its corporation employ people throughout the South West Michigan area. It is an ever-

growing entity and has much to offer the people in the area. 

The people of St. Joseph tend to look to Benton Harbor for employment opportunities. 

Major employers such as foundry Auto Specialties and Clark Equipment, an industrial 

manufacturer, have closed, with all traces of their presence leveled.  The only factory left that 

both Benton Harbor and St. Joseph still look to for employment is Visteon. Also, Whirlpool 

Headquarters helps to bring economic stability to the “Twin Cities. 

Tourism still flourishes in St. Joseph, but it does not seem to have the draw that it once 

did. Without the amusement park and other recreational attractions, it tends to fall short of 

expectations for a “tourist town.” The city still has a very pleasant downtown area, however, that 

caters to the tourists and is a reminder of days gone by. The city also claims to be “The Most 

Romantic City in Michigan,” but despite this grandiose statement, the quaint town is not really 

much different than many of the other coastal towns along the Lake Michigan shoreline. Like 

many small towns in Michigan, St. Joseph struggles to find its way in this economic downturn.  

 

 

 

                                                
7 Ibid. 
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Benton Harbor’s Story   

 

At its inception in 1863, what is now Benton Harbor was named Brunson Harbor, only to 

be renamed Benton Harbor in 1865. The city’s founders were Henry C. Morton, Sterne Brunson 

and Charles Hull, all of whom would eventually have schools named after them in the city of 

Benton Harbor. The name Brunson Harbor was changed to honor Thomas Hart Benton, a 

Missouri senator who was instrumental in establishing the statehood of Michigan. Consequently, 

in 1886 Benton Harbor became a village and then was incorporated as a city in 1891.8 

The city of Benton Harbor grew rapidly, but during World War II there was a shortage of 

laborers. The city, determined to try and find some help outside the state, went south to find 

laborers. It found help in poor towns and in over-populated cities. The new laborers were largely 

African American or of other ethnic origins, such as migrant workers of Mexican descent. A 

large population of people moved north to take advantage of this new opportunity and to try to 

make a better life for themselves. 

Many such migrations north were happening throughout the United States in the first half 

of the twentieth century. Randal Maurice Jelks notes that this migration pattern was so 

significant that people in the south started to be concerned about how this northern movement 

would affect the labor force in the southern states.9  An article in The Grand Rapids Press on 

June 26, 1923, for examples, reported “that some negro southern states are becoming alarmed at 

                                                
8 Ted Bakstis, By the Waters: Benton Harbor Centennial 1866-1966, (Benton Harbor, MI: The Benton 

Harbor Centennial Association, 1966). 
9 Jelks, Randal Maurice, African Americans in the Furniture City: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Grand 

Rapids, (Urbana, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 79-80.  
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the departure of Negros and the consequent effect it may have upon the southern labor 

situation.”10 The United State was in the midst of flux and change that were not just affecting 

southwest Michigan, but the entire nation. 

The African Americans who moved north to Michigan during the first half of the 

twentieth century, especially in the southwestern portion of the state, were in many cases simple 

changing the location of their labor and adding more complications and pain for themselves 

because of their ongoing need for money to care for their families. The African Americans were 

almost forced to move north because of their need for employment.  They left the areas that they 

knew and loved, and also many times they lost the greatest support network they had, their 

families and friends. Their families and friends gave them a sense of stability and encouragement 

that could not easily be restored in another state or different location.11  Many people believe that 

the African American from the south gained many advantages by moving north, but in most 

cases they simply traded one set of problems for an entirely new set of problems and many times 

they were worse than before.  Ultimately those who migrated north realized that their journey 

was full of false hopes and crushed dreams. The book African Americans in Michigan makes this 

point very clear: 

Two General Motors companies, Buick and Chevrolet, were among those heavily 
involved in the recruitment of blacks to Flint. Old-timers tell interesting stories 
about how the company built houses for its white workers but largely ignored the 
housing needs of the black workers.12 

 

                                                
10 “Southern Negros Flock to Michigan,” Grand Rapids Press, June 26, 1923, 22.  
11 Walker, Lewis, Wilson, Benjamin and Cousins, Linwood, African Americans in Michigan, (East Lansing: 

Michigan University Press, 2001), 15-17. 
12 Walker, Lewis, Wilson, Benjamin and Cousins, Linwood, African Americans in Michigan, 18. 
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Although this story was told about the people in Flint, Michigan, this type of treatment 

happened throughout the state of Michigan. Beyond these unfair labor practices many other 

injustices and cruel behaviors ran rampant, not only in Michigan, but throughout all of the 

northern states. Many conceptions about better living in the north were simply not true. Beatings 

and lynchings still happened in the north, and some would say they were even worse in many 

cases because of the high numbers and the blatant disrespect the officers of law had for the new 

immigrants.13 So, the people with hopes and dreams in their hearts moved north in search of a 

better tomorrow.  Encouraged by the people from Benton Harbor they migrated north and started 

a new life that would not be sustaining and happy, but damaging, adding another chapter of 

despair and pain for a people looking for freedom. 

The discouragement faced by those of African American community who had migrated 

north seemed to be another reminder of the days of slavery and of a people who still did not have 

the freedoms and respect to which they were entitled. As early as 1520 explorers were coming to 

“the new world” with great expectations of a new life. Even as they migrated themselves, they 

brought the enslaved people of Africa with them. Hunted down, captured and imprisoned, they 

were brought to this “new country.”  Separated from their families, country and freedom they 

were captured like animals with their humanity taken from them. It was not until after the Civil 

War that these people from Africa were given freedom, which allowed them to make choices for 

themselves. It was during this time in history that these people could truly be seen as African 

Americans, but were still struggling with oppression that only a slave can know. 14   Although 

                                                
13 Ibid, 16. 
14 Franklin, John Hope, From Slavery to Freedom: A History of Negro American, New York: Alfred Knopf 

Press, 1947, 46-49. 
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African Americans were no longer in chains when they moved north, they were still deeply 

impacted by the original conditions under which they were brought to this country and in many 

ways forced to move out of economic necessity.  As we think about reconciliation in Benton 

Harbor and St. Joseph today, we must remember the context under which African Americans 

came both to this country and to this region.  

Despite the difficulties faced by the new arrivals in Benton Harbor, with these new 

laborers the town was able to move ahead while the war dragged on and took more of the white 

work force overseas. This arrangement worked out well until the soldiers returned from the war. 

When the soldiers returned they wanted their jobs back, and most of the people in the city felt 

obliged to hire them back. But that did not fare well for the new workers who had moved north. 

Despite the challenges they faced from this development, they still had some reasons for wanting 

to stay in Benton Harbor. They had established themselves in this new area and all that that 

entailed give them a sense of roots and belonging.  

These people were moved out into the margins of the community. Most of the newer 

laborers were forced to move out of their homes and relocate to “the Flats” and other less 

favorable areas of town. The homes in the Flats were substandard. The area was very rough area, 

much like the projects are today. Living there gave the people little or no hope for a future in 

Benton Harbor. The returning soldiers thought that eventually if the people were treated badly 

enough they would move back south. But that was not the case. They had grown accustomed to 

this new way of life and believed it to be better than where they came from. This made the 

original citizens very unhappy. They wanted things to return to the way they used to be, but that 

was never to happen. By the late 1960s the Flats started to fall apart due to a lack of upkeep and 
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some people began assimilating into other parts of the city, while other people finally just left the 

area altogether. 

Today the primary business in the region is Whirlpool Corporation. Whirlpool invests in 

the success of both communities at many different levels. Whirlpool helps these communities by 

donating services to help promote growth and the economy in the area, and is also very involved 

in the arts. Furthermore, Whirlpool is a contributor to the Benton Harbor Soup Kitchen and the 

Benton Harbor Street Ministries program. Individual employees are also encouraged to get 

actively involved in community projects. 

As I listen to people that grew up in this area (St. Joseph and Benton Harbor), they almost 

all agree that the place to live before the early 1960s was Benton Harbor. Before the 1960s, even 

St. Joseph residents would leave their town to do their shopping and to enjoy themselves at the 

State Theater and the other points of interest that Benton Harbor had to offer.  As people talk 

about those years, they also mention the “white flight.” In the sixties, Benton Harbor was still 

predominantly white. With the influx of other races the whites of Benton Harbor felt 

uncomfortable with other races and decided to leave the area. They knew that it was never going 

to be the same, and instead of trying to live with one another they made a choice to leave, 

starting the “white flight” from Benton Harbor to places beyond the borders of the city. The 

population numbers mentioned below reflect the racial composition of Benton Harbor and St. 

Joseph, impacted by this “white flight”: 

St. Joseph’s population peaked at 11,755 in 1960. It has declined since then and 
as of the 2000 census stood at 8,789 people, 90.3% of whom were Caucasian and 
5.1% African-American. Benton Harbor’s population rose to 19,136 in 1960 
during a time of high employment in factories and foundries. Its population fell in 
the late 20th century as factories closed and most white residents left the city. 
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Benton Harbor’s population in 2000 stood at 11,182 of whom 92.4% were 
African-American and 5.5% Caucasian.15 

 

The sixties was a rough time all over the United States, but was especially difficult for 

this area. Racial tensions were high throughout the country, and because of the polarized racial 

and economic makeup of Benton Harbor and St. Joseph, they were at particularly high levels 

there. This population shift was the beginning of the conflict that continues today. There are 

some who believe that things are getting better, but even they admit that the area has a long way 

to go if the region is to ever heal. Many are trying to build bridges between the communities, but 

there are some who think that such an endeavor may be impossible to achieve. Hopefully, there 

are more people focused on possibilities than impossibilities. This is even more important now 

with today’s economic stressors, which add just one more concern to an already troubled scene.  

 Benton Harbor today is a place of little hope. As recently as 1989, Money Magazine 

named Benton Harbor the worst place to live in America.16 The city was so economically 

depressed that the police department used to share cars with the city planners and the city 

engineers, and use walkie-talkies as a way to communicate with each other. There is still a high 

level of unemployment, and little hope that this will improve as the U.S. economy continues to 

fall. 

 At this point in time, St. Joseph and Benton Harbor are two totally disconnected places. 

They have gone from being identical “Twin Cities” to cities in conflict with one another. There 

is a complex pattern of conflict and pain between these two cities that is hard to get a handle on. 
                                                

15 Grace York, “Michigan State, County, City, and Minor Civil Division Population Counts 1800-2000,” 

(Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan, 2007), 56-70. 
16 Alex Kotlowitz, The Other Side of the River, (New York: Anchor Books, 1998). 
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It is sad to know that they once knew how to live side by side, but those days seem to be almost 

beyond memory. The St. Joseph River that separates the two cities might as well be 100 miles 

across, as even the 100 yards is a barrier that many people choose not to cross. 

The Conflict of the Cities  

 

 Many issues divide these two cities, but four are especially significant: racial tension, the 

economy, the educational systems and political diversity. Far more than a river creates distance 

between the people of Benton Harbor and St. Joseph. The following United States Census chart 

helps us to see this in a clearer perspective: 

 

 

 
(Census 2000) 

 

 This chart shows the racial and economic divides between the two cities, but also helps to 

draw attention to the general lack of equality. Because there is less of a financial base to work 

with in Benton Harbor, the educational system, infrastructure and general social structure are 

substandard. With the current economic situation and resulting program cuts, it will just continue 

to get worse. 

To help us explore these four areas of division between the two cities, we should take a 

look at two events in recent history that have helped to shape the pain and mistrust between 

Benton Harbor and St. Joseph. The first event was the riots in Benton Harbor in the 1990s, and 

 White Black Household Income 
Benton Harbor 5.49% 92.40% $17,471 
St. Joseph 90.31% 5.11% $37,032 
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the second is the current construction of the Harbor Shores Golf Course. I will look at both of 

these events in the following paragraphs.  

By the early ‘90s, the racial and political tensions between St. Joseph and Benton Harbor 

had created a volatile environment of mistrust and contention that was waiting to ignite. On May 

22, 1991, it did. That morning the body of a young African American male, Eric McGinnis, was 

discovered on the shores of the St. Joseph River next to the Coast Guard Station. This would 

start an investigation that still remains unsolved today. His body was found with his pants down 

around his ankles and some abrasions on his body, but no major outward signs of assault, and no 

knife wounds or bullet holes were found. Without clear-cut evidence to explain the death, the 

community was left with many unanswered questions that still plague the community and family 

members. 

It is known that Eric was dropped off at a popular dance spot in St. Joseph, a place that 

Benton Harbor youth did not generally frequent. Eric loved to dance and there were rumors that 

he was seeing a white girl in St. Joseph. At one point during the night, according to stories, a 

person’s car was broken into and a young black man who matched Eric’s description was seen 

fleeing from the scene. An off duty police officer witnessed a young black man running down 

the street, but mentioned later that that was not out of the ordinary in his opinion. Later a police 

tape was found that could have answered some of the questions, but it was subsequently 

discovered to have been erased. There were many holes in this investigation that were later 

brought to the forefront, such as missing reports and coerced statements by witnesses.  Parts of 
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this investigation will never be solved and Eric’s death is still unresolved but there is currently 

no active investigation. The pain from that event keeps many from finding rest.17 

In St. Joseph, it is universally believed that Eric McGinnis drowned in the river, but on 

the other side of the river in Benton Harbor, people believe that he was murdered. To this day, no 

matter what the color of their skin, Benton Harbor residents still believe Eric was murdered. I 

have asked many people their views on the situation, and I have never heard that Eric drowned 

from anyone living in Benton Harbor. An indication of the intensity of community feeling 

aroused by Eric’s death is the refusal of authorities to disclose the location of his grave because 

the site has been desecrated so many times. My attempt to visit his gravesite was thwarted by the 

inability to find out the location. 

Another significant recent event is the case of Terrance Shurn, an African American 

male, known for dealing drugs, who was pursued by a police officer on June 16, 2003. “Terrance 

Shurn was black and the officer in pursuit of Mr. Shurn at the time of his fatal crash was a white 

Benton Township police officer, Wes Koza.” 18 Shurn crashed his motorcycle after losing control 

during a police chase in which he had been recorded at speeds over 100 miles per hour. The 

people of Benton Harbor were upset and thought this crime was motivated by race. The death of 

Shurn triggered a riot in Benton Harbor that lasted for almost two weeks. Although an 

investigation revealed that Officer Koza was bi-racial, with an African American heritage, this 

fact made no difference to the people instigating the riots. Many civic and spiritual leaders 

walked the streets of Benton Harbor trying to calm the masses. This incident caused even more 

                                                
17 Ibid. 
18 Tim Fay, Race Riots in Benton Harbor: Blacks Burn Their Town, URL: 

http://www.adversity.net/BentonHarbor/BentonHarborRaceRiots.htm (13 July 2003). 
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mistrust between the St. Joseph and Benton Harbor communities, communities that had little 

trust to start with.19 

As a response to this event, in the summer of 2003 there was a protest that created more 

barriers and caused racial tension to escalate once again.  

Today June 16, approximately 250 protesters marched from City Hall in Benton 
Harbor on the Berrien County Courthouse in St. Joseph. Benton Harbor is mostly 
black and poor while nearby St. Joseph has more white residents and a higher 
standard of living. The marchers were protesting what they called the racist 
conditions which led to the death of convicted drug dealer Terrance Shurn during 
a high speed chase in which he exceeded 100 mph while trying to elude police on 
his motorcycle before he lost control of the bike and died in a fatal crash.20 

The St. Joseph-Benton Harbor Herald-Palladium reported that only about 30 of the 250 

protesters were actually from Benton Harbor.   The majority of the protesters arrived on buses 

from other Michigan cities including Lansing, Muskegon, Grand Rapids, Ann Arbor and Detroit, 

but there were also protesters from other states, including Illinois and Ohio, and even a 

contingent from Toronto, Canada. This incidence reinforced the segregation between the two 

cities, as resident became even more reluctant to cross the river. 

The recent construction of a Jack Nicholas Signature golf course and upscale housing 

development within the city limits of Benton Harbor further aggravated the mistrust of Benton 

Harbor residents.  Harbor Shores constructed the development using 20 acres of land that was 

once a part of the town’s Jean Klock Park. The mayor and city council is leasing the land, a 

rundown, abandoned beach, to Harbor Shores. But Jean Klock Park was given to the children of 

Benton Harbor in 1917 by Dr. John Klock as a memorial to his daughter, who died at an early 

                                                
19 Ibid. 
20 “Outside Protesters March in Benton Harbor,” Herald-Palladium, 13 July 2003, 1. 
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age. Users of the new course will probably be wealthy out-of-state visitors and the new homes 

are out of city residents’ price range. The community has responded to the news with much 

outrage. Residents see the construction as an intrusion. Outsiders are using a substantial part of 

their park with few connections to the community. They feel like one of their valued resources is 

being taken from them. Once again, the people of Benton Harbor feel like they have little say 

about their future. Some also claim that Harbor Shores is trying to make this golf course sound 

better for the community than it really is. Many Benton Harbor residents say that the 

construction of this course is another way of trying to regentrify the area, and push the working 

class people to the outer edges of the city. This development has already caused further 

economic strife and conflict within the community. Many people are wondering why they should 

support a golf course that they will not be able to play on due to the high costs involved in 

playing such an elite course. Some feel that this project is just a way to help Whirlpool entice 

talented executives to the area.  

These events have created a chasm between the cities. These racial, political and 

economic measures are just a part of an ongoing mistrust already established deep within the 

system. These events create a local cultural war as painful and conflicting as any on a national or 

international level.21  These events set into motion suspicion and other feelings of rage that 

                                                
21 When there are sources of contention that create unbalance within a system, such as abortion, gay rights, 

and religion, the resulting tension can be seen as a cultural war. All of these issues are truly hard to define and it is 

difficult to come up with a solution that will please everyone, so unrest develops and conflict is a by-product. This 

then defines this cultural conflict as a “culture war.” James Davison Hunter identifies this term in Culture Wars: The 

Struggle to Define America, (New York: Basic Books, 1991). 
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would last for years. How will this ever be addressed? And if it does not get addressed, how will 

these hurt feelings eventually play out in the communities?  

Currently, the racial and economic tensions between the two cities seem to be at the level 

of a slow simmer.  There never seems to be enough gained to help the people rebuild the trust 

that is needed to bring healing to the cities. Every avenue to help with the economy often meets 

with resistance. It seems that the tensions of the people keep things on edge so that the pain and 

mistrust between the communities never seems to lessen. 

Beyond racial tension, there are many educational challenges faced by the Benton Harbor 

community. Ken Weber, a retired teacher with thirty-seven years experience at Benton Harbor 

High School, has seen many changes in the community, and has first-hand knowledge of the 

difficulties Benton Harbor youth face in their schools. He started his tenure at the high school in 

1970, and retired in 2007. Mr. Weber can remember a time when there were ample amounts of 

money for programming and a time when there was harmony among the students. He has also 

seen riots break out in this same community, all within a short period of time. Mr. Weber, a 

graduate from Benton Harbor High School’s class of 1964, has seen the racial makeup of the 

school change over time, from predominately Caucasian to predominately African American, 

further exasperating racial tensions between Benton Harbor and Saint Joseph as the disconnect 

grows. 22 

 Mr. Weber talks about a form of class scheduling popular during the baby boom years 

called Split Scheduling as one of the many hurdles Benton Harbor students had to overcome in 

                                                
22 Ken Weber, interview held at Zion Evangelical United Church of Christ for a doctoral project and paper 

written by Dan J. Smith, St. Joseph, Michigan, June 2009.  
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their educational journey. In Split Scheduling, seniors and juniors went to school from 8:00 am 

until noon and the freshman and sophomores went from 12:30 pm until 5:30 p.m. During this 

time there were over 2,800 students at the school. Mr. Weber believes that this odd schedule and 

overcrowded conditions were instrumental in the failure to educate students. He said, “There 

were not enough time, money and other resources to help the students.” 23 

 The inadequacy of the Benton Harbor schools is shown by Mr. Weber’s experiences later 

in his career, when he saw the creation of classes that helped students learn to add, subtract, 

multiply and divide. These classes were called I.C.E. classes, Individualized Comprehensive 

Education. He found it very discouraging to see students being passed on to high school without 

these basic skills. As he explained, “How can a person survive if they don’t even have the basic 

skills to function in life?”24 

Political concerns seem to be at the forefront as well. The election of President Barack 

Obama has aggravated tensions between the two cities. Living in St. Joseph, one can see and 

hear the tensions of the people who are not only uncomfortable with an African American 

President, but long for the days of the Republican era to return.  I am not saying that Republicans 

are racist, but because of the vast differences in the makeup of the cities it might sound that way 

to an outsider. Also, for many years the county has been predominately Republican, and in this 

last election Berrien County voted to elect President Obama by a fairly high margin. 

During the last local election, the Rev. James Atterbury ran for mayor against the 

incumbent Wilce Cook and only lost the election by the narrowest of margins; Mayor Cook won 

                                                
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
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the election by a total of six votes.25  In an interview with Rev. Atterbury, I discovered that he 

had been the Director of the Benton Harbor Street Ministries program for many years. Also, Rev. 

Atterbury is an ordained pastor with the Church of God in Christ. This means he not only has the 

pulse of the political community, but he is monitoring the heart and spirit of the street. In the 

interview he told me, “Life is all about relationships.” Without these relationships forming, there 

will be constant crisis and upheaval. During the interview Rev. Atterbury told me that he had 

been a strong supporter of the Harbor Shores project and has received criticisms for his stance?26 

Because of his support of the Harbor Shores project many African American residents of Benton 

Harbor called him “Uncle Tom” and other such insults. As we talked, he said that being a public 

figure both in politics and in the church, “didn’t always bring kind words and support.”27   

And if these issues were not enough, there is a new degree of spiritual tension these days. 

I currently sit on a board entitled The Benton Harbor Task Force, which is a part of the Michigan 

Conference of the United Church of Christ. The board’s mission is to help people in Benton 

Harbor with whatever needs they might have. First Congregational United Church of Christ in 

downtown Benton Harbor was originally predominantly white and affluent. As whites left 

Benton Harbor, attendance dwindled and a core group left to establish Pilgrim United Church of 

Christ in St. Joseph. The remaining congregation decided to disband in 1994. They decided to 

give the building and endowment to Trinity United Church of Christ in Chicago because Trinity 

is a proactive African American congregation with a history of re-establishing churches. The 

Task Force has tried to help with the transition of First Congregational as they surrendered the 

                                                
25 WSBT: TV, “Atterbury to Ask for Recount in Benton Harbor Mayoral Race,” November 2007. 
26 Rev. James Atterbury, 2009. 
27 Ibid. 
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building to Trinity U.C.C. and to help Trinity establish themselves in the community. I was part 

of a Michigan Conference delegation that went to Trinity in Chicago to meet with their current 

pastor, the Rev. Otis Moss III. At this meeting we discussed the possibilities and opportunities 

that a church like Trinity might offer to Benton Harbor.  The people of Benton Harbor are very 

excited about a church like Trinity coming to serve them because they know Trinity has been a 

force in the political world as well as the spiritual world. I was very pleased to be a part of the 

coming together of these two congregations as they try to help each other along the path of faith. 

Atterbury mentioned to me that he had a few apprehensions about Trinity Church’s entrance into 

the community.28 Many smaller churches in the community are concerned that they’ll lose their 

members to this high power, dynamic church and its strong pool of resources. Another concern is 

that the spiritual leaders of Benton Harbor are not being including in this church re-structure. 

This has added a spiritual dimension to the layers of mistrust in Benton Harbor. 

Rev. Sandra Douglas is another person who is bringing new insight and hope to the area. 

She is an ordained Deacon in the United Methodist Church, who serves the area of Benton 

Harbor as Director of the Harbor Harvest Urban Ministries. This ministry is centrally located in 

Ward 2 of Benton Harbor, which is an area in need of her services. She would tell you that her 

focus and hope for the community is all about the renewal of the youth in the area. Rev. Douglas 

is very aware of the needs of people and addresses those needs on a one-on-one level through 

involvement in many community activities.29   

                                                
28 Rev. James Atterbury, interview held over the phone for a doctoral project and paper written by Dan J. 

Smith, June 12, 2009. 
29 Rev. Sandra Douglas, interview held at Peace Temple United Methodist Church for a doctoral project 

and paper written by Dan J. Smith, 7 July 2009. 
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Rev. Douglas addresses the issues of education and housing every day of her life. One of 

the assets she brings to the table is her Masters in Social Work and that she is a licensed Social 

Worker in the state of Michigan. With these credentials, she is able to help people at a level no 

pastor or politician can. She told me during my interview with her, “I feel that to get respect I 

must serve all people and be a presence in the community at all levels. I must show the people 

that I am in the battle alongside them and can be counted as a person of great ethics and trust.”30 

It is very interesting to me that every person I interviewed told me in their own words that it was 

all about trust and relationships. I have to enthusiastically agree.   

Within the communities of Benton Harbor and St. Joseph there needs to be a place of 

healing. There needs to be a way to help each other and offer some respect and understanding 

that could bring restoration. In the Christian community we are called to be a reconciling people 

and share this reconciliation with others. To explore reconciliation and healing would seem to 

me to be a very logical beginning. 

                                                
30 Ibid. 
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Reconciliation: Theological and Biblical Engagement 

 Reconciliation is just one step toward unity of community and spirit. In this chapter you 

will find two biblical pericopes that I will explore to help show the biblical and theological 

foundations behind my understanding of reconciliation in relation to community. More broadly, 

both the Old and New Testaments show us that reconciliation, unity of spirit and community are 

essential for God's will and harmonious life to transpire, which then can help God’s shalom to be 

realized. We do not bring God’s shalom by ourselves, but we can establish a platform by being 

faithful in our living, which will cultivate the community that can enable shalom to more fully 

take root in our day to day living.  

 Most of us live in community with others, while some people choose to find a place of 

solitude and live away from community life. There are hermits and other solitary persons in the 

world that make such choices, but that tends not to be the norm. Can we find a way to achieve 

the fullness of God's love and peace without living in a structured communal environment? In 

“The Fable of the Desert Island” you will have the opportunity to ponder what it might be like to 

live a life that is void of a traditional standard of community life. Let us contemplate this story 

and examine how life in a world without other humans might drastically change who we are, and 

how we live out our lives. 
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The Fable of the Desert Island 

 Imagine you are a European on voyage of discovery during the time before Columbus. 

Your ship is destroyed by a violent storm. You are the lone survivor. Miraculously, the piece of 

the ship’s debris to which you have been clinging since the ship went down washes ashore onto 

an uninhabited tropical island.  

The lush island is full of fruits, nuts and berries, abundance of wildlife and plenty of fresh 

water. There are caves to protect you from storms and animals. Physical survival poses no 

problem. 

There is only one hitch. Not only are you the island’s only inhabitants, but also no one 

knows that you are there. You are presumed to have been lost at sea. There is no reason 

whatsoever to assume that another ship will ever pass your way before you die, since Europeans 

have not yet discovered America and such voyages are rare. You will never see another human 

being for the rest of your life.31 

 

 This fable brings some interesting thoughts to mind. What would happen to most of us in 

a situation like this? Would we go mad? Would we be all right for a while, but then later struggle 

with the aloneness it would evoke within our emotional well-being? Does a person’s meaning 

depend upon another person or a community? How do we find meaning in a broken life or 

community? Now that does not mean that community is an easy accomplishment. In the book of 
                                                

31 Thomas H., Naylor, William H. Willimon and Magdalena R. Naylor, The Search for Meaning, 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994), 15. 
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Genesis it states that it is not good for a person to be alone. (Gen. 2:18) The problem comes 

when we have to find ways to stay in community and to live with others when sin exists and 

brokenness has transpired. Allen Myers describes sin as, “the failure or refusal of human beings 

to live the life intended for them by God their creator.”32 If we live lives in this way, contrary to 

God’s intentions, we become separated from God by our actions. Not only does sin separate us 

from God, but also it separates us from others in community. Because community is one of our 

primal needs, reconciliation is essential and necessary for every human. 

 One of the strongest examples of community comes from the book of Acts: “And fear 

came upon every soul; and many wonders and signs were done through the apostles. And all who 

believed were together and had all things in common; and they sold their possessions and goods 

and distributed them to all, as any had need.”33 This example highlights the gospel’s imperative 

to attend to the needs of others within our communities. When I perform marital counseling, I 

mention that most things in a relationship will go smoothly until one person puts their needs 

before others, because when we put ourselves before others our relationships tend to waver. The 

same thing happens in community and with our relationship with Christ. Our faith and 

community are not about our needs, but about others. Furthermore, community should always be 

front and center so breakdown does not emerge. How are we able to put community front and 

center?  How did the early Christians in Acts put the needs of others before themselves?  Christ’s 

sacrifice created a place of grace for all persons. In Jeremiah 31 we read: 

 

                                                
32 Allen C. Myers, The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary, (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1987), 951. 
33 The Revised Standard Version, Ac 2:43–46 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1971). 
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31 “Behold, the days are coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant 
with the house of Israel and the house of Judah, 32 not like the covenant which I 
made with their fathers when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the 
land of Egypt, my covenant which they broke, though I was their husband, says 
the LORD. 33 But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel 
after those days, says the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write it 
upon their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. 34 And no 
longer shall each man teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the 
LORD,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the 
LORD; for I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.”34 

 

This is one of the first prophecies where we can see that Christ will be introduced and 

grace and forgiveness will be redefined. It is because of this covenant that God makes with the 

people, ultimately fulfilled by Jesus Christ, that we can live the lives we do today. In the past the 

people had broken every covenant. God made this covenant so strong that it was impossible for 

humans to break it. God’s love extends beyond measure because of this act of sacrifice. Because 

of the sacrifice of Christ we are reconciled, but that by itself is not totally final. What this means 

is that we must accept and respond to the sacrifice that was made on our behalf. Furthermore, we 

must take reasonability for our brokenness and sin that caused this separation in the first place. In 

the Jeremiah passage we are told that we will know within our hearts when we are outside of the 

bounds of God’s intent. And it is because of this new covenant God makes with us that our sins 

and brokenness will not be remembered and will be forgiven. (Jeremiah 31:34)  

In sum, it takes individual, communal and spiritual dynamics to keep our lives in balance 

and harmony with one another. So, as attractive as it might sound, I do not think it would be in 

keeping with the way God designed us to live a solitary life without some human and spiritual 

connection along the way. We need others to experience life and to flourish as a community. 

                                                
34 The Revised Standard Version, Je 31:31–34 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1971). 
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Through Christ, we are able to live in community with God and others, although sin and 

brokenness are still a reality. 

 It was stated many years ago, “That no man is an island.”35 We need each other and in 

biblical texts this is expounded on in practically every book in the Bible.  When communities 

start to experience stressors, people within those communities can choose to push others away 

and self-impose a type of exile that then alienates them from the community. People will then try 

to manage things on their own without any outside help or any spiritual direction. For harmony 

to occur we need to be grounded as individuals, within communities, with spiritual guidance 

from beyond ourselves. These are the basic foundations of reconciliation and unity. Working 

together as a community can be one of the roughest parts of being in community, and especially 

a faith-based community. Humans tend to want to control their lives without any outside 

interference or direction from others, which causes our separation from God, the traditional 

definition of sin. Working within groups and community can have many challenges for 

individuals. Community struggles can be rough, especially if there is a history of fear and 

mistrust. 

 “The Fable of the Desert Island” is instructive because it is paints a very vivid picture of 

the possibility of life without others. In Benton Harbor and St. Joseph, the people act as if the 

other community is not present and they live without any connection to their bordering 

community. Fears and mistrust have become so deeply rooted that anything outside of 

disconnection seems to be uncharacteristic. It appears that the coming together of these two 

                                                
35 Henry Alford, The works of John Donne: With a memoir of his life: Vol. III, (1939), 494. 
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communities might be a fictional fable that will not be realized, but as in biblical times, we need 

to remember things sometimes do not happen in one generation. 

 At this point it seems important for me to explain what I mean by the term reconciliation. 

To reconcile is to bring together two or more parties that have experienced brokenness or a 

destructive change in their relationship. Reconciliation encourages the individuals or 

communities to come together for a time of healing that brings forth wholeness to all who are 

involved. The people who were formerly full of animosity towards each other will benefit from 

this coming together. Not only will wholeness occur, but also a better and fuller relationship can 

then replace the brokenness that was once there. Biblically we hear terms like ‘new life’ or ‘new 

creation’, which helps us to define the completeness that takes the place of the separation that 

once existed. (2 Cor 5:17-20) Reconciliation is a process of events. In the first part we are 

reconciled to Christ, which in turn makes it possible to connect to all humanity in a way that 

brings reconciliation to all relationships. At this point we not only become new creations in 

Christ, we become new creations to the world.  “The immediate effect of reconciliation is ‘peace 

with God’ (Rom. 5:1; Eph. 2:14) so that Christians can view themselves as a ‘new creation.’” (2 

Cor. 5:17)36 This concept of “new creation” is divinely given, but gives us an awareness that 

transcends the divine and becomes a part of our daily lives as we struggle within community to 

achieve reconciliation. 

 In our lives we have brokenness and sin in our relationships with God and one another. 

Sometimes it is very easy to recognize our sin, while at others times it might take a while for us 

to see it right before our eyes. In the book Adam by Henri Nouwen, this point becomes very 

                                                
36 Paul J. Achtemeier, Harper's Bible Dictionary. 1st ed., (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985) 856. 
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clear. To truly understand this section we must first introduce Henri Nouwen. Father Nouwen 

was first and foremost a Roman Catholic priest. He was also a world renowned author, teacher 

and theologian. He taught at an Ivy League seminary for a short time and was a fighter for 

human rights and theological liberation in South America. My point is this: he could have done 

anything he wanted and was a well-respected professional by many people.37 

 What Henri Nouwen chose to do with his life in his last years was to help disabled 

people. He was a part of a community of people in Toronto, Canada called the L’Arche 

Community, found by Jean Vanier. This community is also mentioned in the book, Reconciling 

All Things, which I will discuss in more detail in this section.  At this community Father Nouwen 

was given the responsibility to watch over and care for a profoundly physically and mentally 

challenged man named Adam.38  

 In the process of caring for Adam, Nouwen was challenged by many things. Adam could 

not talk and seemed to have very few outward ways to communicate his needs, but as this 

relationship grew there was a bond established that transcended what we might call conventional 

ways of communication. After many months and much time the relationship grew and 

connection was made, you might even say that reconciliation happened.39 In life we tend to have 

some predispositions about others. In this case I think it is fair to say that Nouwen thought that 

he would be the helper and that Adam would not be a source of any sustenance. What he found 

out was that Adam had as much to offer as he did, maybe even more. Reconciliation is not just a 

God concept, it is a person to person concept as well. Discord will never be overcome until we 

                                                
37 Nouwen, Henri, Adam, New York: Orbis Books, 1997. 
38 Nouwen, Henri, 1997. 
39 Ibid. 
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first work together and forgive past sins, and in many cases sins we had no direct connection 

with. Nouwen was taking part in reconciliation with Adam and was healing past sins, with his 

forgiving nature and with God’s shalom. This was a time of new creation for Adam, but maybe 

even more so for Nouwen. He mentions over and over in the book that his relationship with 

Adam was one of the most transforming experiences in his life.40 

 Second Corinthians 5:1-6:10 proclaims, “although the work of reconciliation belongs to 

God, Paul views his ministry as one of reconciliation and himself as an ambassador for Christ 

inviting others to receive this reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:18-20).  The scope of reconciliation, 

however, goes beyond God and the individual. The world is also affected by Christ’s redemptive 

work.”41 (2 Cor. 5:19; Rom. 11:15). This reconciliation could never take place without the 

redemptive sacrifice of Christ on the cross (Rom 5:10). This redemption is what makes it 

possible for reconciliation to take place. This helps not only the estranged “Jew and Gentile,” but 

all persons in the world (Eph 2:11).42 

 Three authors inform my approach to reconciliation work: Robert Schreiter, Emmanuel 

Katongole and Chris Rice. Each is involved in cutting-edge work within the field of 

reconciliation. I believe these scholars to be strong voices in the study, research, and 

implementation of reconciliation, especially in the area of racial reconciliation. None surpasses 

the work that Schreiter does at an international level and the implementation that is developing at 

Duke Divinity School under the direction of Katongole and Rice. These are the reasons I have 

chosen these three persons to help us explore the concept of reconciliation.   In an article 

                                                
40 Ibid. 
41 Paul J. Achtemeier, 1985, 856. 
42 Ibid, 856. 
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by Robert Schreiter, “Reconciliation as a Missionary Task,” he identifies three significant ideas 

in the development of reconciliation. The first component deals with the suggestion that 

reconciliation is a “hasty peace.”43 At times when we try to deal with brokenness and separation, 

we try to ignore the past and move ahead of the process without giving the time needed to find 

the root cause(s) for the suffering and pain of the past.44 To experience the past helps to give 

legitimacy to the problems that got us to this point. Broken communities can’t jump to solutions 

without doing all the work involved in understanding the past in order for healing to occur. 

Slowing things down and addressing past hurts and sins is necessary. 

 Surrendering and not moving too quickly is just a start to the process. Once we have 

stepped back we can look at the next concept that states, “that reconciliation is not an alternative 

to liberation.”45 Nor is liberation is the same as reconciliation, but is more about achieving equal 

rights for all persons. A person can have equal rights, but be far from creating an environment of 

reconciliation.  The focal point of this idea revolves around the thought that liberation is by no 

means a substitute for reconciliation, but liberation has to be in the center of the process for 

reconciliation to be achieved in a healthy manner. Schreiter suggests that to switch the order is to 

not get a true picture of the conflict that occurred or the nature of the brokenness that needs to 

get addressed.  In reconciliation there are generally two ideas or more that are trying to be ironed 

out. To give these ideas equality is essential for the process to be fair to all persons. 

                                                
43 Robert Schreiter, “Reconciliation as a Missionary Task,” Missiology: An International Review, Vol. XX. 

No. 1, (January 1992): 6-7. 
44 Schreiter, (1992), 6. 
45 Ibid, 6-7. 
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 Finally, according to Schreiter, we must look at the process as a “spirituality, and not a 

strategy.”46  In reconciliation, as in life, if we deny the spirituality of our life we will come up 

short every time. How can we achieve anything in life without the leading of God and the 

direction of the Holy Spirit?47 So with this thought before us it would be impossible not to focus 

on the spiritual side when reconciliation is one of the central themes of the Bible and the mission 

of Jesus. 

 To help us explore this spiritual side, let us turn to Emmanuel Katongole and Chris Rice, 

directors of the Center for Reconciliation at Duke Divinity School and authors of Reconciling All 

Things: A Christian Vision for Justice, Peace and Healing.48  In this book the authors present 

"10 theses for recovering reconciliation as the mission of God." I would like to reflect on these 

ideas and then build on them to help support my thesis and my doctoral project. 

	 The first thesis states, “Reconciliation is God's gift to the world. Healing of the world’s 

deep brokenness does not begin with us and our action, but with God and God’s gift of new 

creation.”49 This notion parallels one of Schreiter’s key ideas and helps to add substance to the 

idea that we cannot make reconciliation happen on our own. God’s gift of Christ is the truest 

form of reconciliation. God’s gift of Jesus not only reconciles us to each other, but more 

importantly reconciles us to God. It is that “reconciling love of God” that calls us to oneness and 

calls to me to try and help two communities find unity of spirit. How we care for one another is 

pivotal within our lives as Christians. We are reminded in 2 Corinthians that Christian ministry 
                                                

46 Ibid, 8. 
47 Ibid, 7-8. 
48 Emmanuel Katongole and Chris Rice, Reconciling All Things: A Christian Vision for Justice, Peace and 

Healing, (Downers Grove, IL: InterVaristy Press, 2008). 
49 Emmanuel Katongole and Chris Rice, 2008, p. 147. 
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takes action and without actions we are not “evident” to those in our communities. I believe 

reconciliation to be a very bold and profound action statement within any community. We can 

talk about our faith, but putting action steps to our faith as we pursue reconciliation is what I 

believe 2 Corinthians describes and when the “reconciling love of God” is most shown in our 

lives.50  

“The end towards which the journey of reconciliation leads is the shalom of God's new 

creation.”51 The Scriptures that I have chosen to engage later in this section have themes of 

reconciliation and unity. I believe these two items help to bring about ‘shalom,’ God's peace. 

Another portion that stands out from the book by Katongole and Rice is the idea that shalom 

leads us to new creation, and I agree with the authors.52 It appears to me that new creation is 

exactly what reconciliation is all about. My thoughts and dreams for the communities of Benton 

Harbor and St. Joseph focus around this very theme. I would love to see new life and new 

creation occur between Benton Harbor and St. Joseph, but as was stated earlier, it is in God's 

time and direction. At an intimate level I believe this could come about. I think it might come 

through relationships much like the relationship between Henri Nouwen and Adam as was 

mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. Communal and individual reconciliation all could be 

addressed and nurtured as people build better relationships. I believe that the Gospel of Christ is 

about relations and reconciliation. The two ideas go hand in hand and are very closely related. 
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Earlier I mentioned Schreiter’s thoughts on reconciliation as a missional task and used 

the term “hasty peace.”53 Much like Katongole and Rice, he sees God’s peace, or shalom, as an 

essential part of reconnection. What we should understand is that God’s shalom is a much more 

complex proposition than peace as it is traditionally understood. Shalom is an all-encompassing 

peace that God initiates. We can be a part of this peace because God created us to respond to 

Shalom.  Shalom creates a place for right relationship to transpire with God. Shalom is not 

exclusive to God, but is given by God and includes right relationship with others as well. 

Wholeness and completeness is brought about because shalom exists and is offered to all as God 

initiates this blessing. Shalom is not like the peace that the world gives. In the Gospel of John we 

hear these words, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you; not as the world gives do I 

give to you.” (John 14.27a) If the world offers peace, it can be withdrawn, but God’s 

peace/shalom is never withdrawn or withheld, but is given freely.  

Shalom does at times require action on our part. More often than not, God’s peace cries 

out to us to go deeper in our communities and our relationships. In Reconciling All Things, 

Katongole and Rice have this to say about taking action to live in God’s shalom: 

In view of this notion of shalom, the prophets constantly call for justice. But to 
the biblical authors and prophets, justice makes little sense outside the story of 
God and of Israel’s invitation to be God’s particular people. Because they bear the 
holy name of a just God, Israel is called to “do justice, to love kindness, and to 
walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8). It is as if the prophets are saying, 
“Without this particular covenant relationship with God, justice is an empty 
claim.”54 
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I do not believe this is saying we need justice to bring about shalom, but I believe it to be saying, 

for shalom to be maintained and to flourish, justice must accompany the community and the 

seeds of shalom will be better cultivated and have a better foundation to grow and prosper. We 

cannot bring about God’s peace on our own, but I think it makes sense to stop and to take a 

moment from time to time to try and recognize when it is taking place in our lives. In my life as a 

pastor I feel like I have done more seed planting than harvesting. Like everyone I would love to 

see the harvest, but some people plant, while others get to gather the harvest. The article states 

this in a very concise way, “In a broken world God is always planting seeds of hope, though 

often not in places we expect or even desire.”55 This quote does not talk about harvesting, but it 

does give "hope" in the thought of seeing and being a part of "hope." So, is goes to reason that 

seeing the "seeds of hope" is surely a great thing to have as a core value. Again, you still have to 

be aware of those "seeds" and have to help cultivate them as they grow. Being patient and 

waiting on the Spirit seems to be essential for reconciliation, unity and peace. 

 If we remember at the beginning of this section Robert Schreiter talks about what he calls 

a “hasty peace.”56  I believe this idea parallels that of Katongole and Rice. In this thesis of 

“hope” they state the following, “Hurried attempts at success in reconciliation can mask a desire 

to short-circuit the journey of reconciliation, revealing our inability to recognize and live with 

signs of a new creation God gives.57 So, it seems a major component to reconciliation is the 

patient need to wait upon God for instruction and timing. I guess to use an old adage we should 

not “get the cart in front of the horse.” 

                                                
55 Ibid, p. 149. 
56 Schreiter, 1992, 6. 
57 Katongole and Rice, 2008, p. 149. 
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 Again Schreiter, Katongole and Rice would be of the same mind on this next thesis:  

“There is no reconciliation without memory, because there is no hope for a peaceful tomorrow 

that does not seriously engage both the pain of the past and the call to forgive.”58 We have to 

work through our pasts to be able to have a future. We are called to be reconciled to God and to 

each other, and this cannot happen without naming the hurt and offering forgiveness for the past. 

This is the base from which forward motion can come to pass. If our lives do not have the clarity 

of the past then we would almost certainly repeat the sins of our past. We need to receive 

forgiveness as well as offer it for resolution to transpire.  

 During my interview process I asked, “If there were a church group interested in helping 

reconcile these concerns would you join?” Katongole and Rice state that, “Reconciliation needs 

the church, but not as just another social agency or NGO.”59 The Church is commissioned to 

bring about reconciliation, unity and peace, so it seems to me as well that this would be the 

perfect place to start. The Church (The Body of Christ) has a common place built around the 

belief in Christ and the agreed upon portions of the Bible. 

 In my study I tried to find two churches that have similar backgrounds, congregational 

size, etc. so that they might have common ground. But when it comes to racial issues, there 

really cannot be a totally even playing field. No one can explain fully the trials and tribulations 

of racism. There are basically effects in life that cannot be totally realized and felt merely by 

explanation. This is where conversation and communication are the initial components that can 

lay the foundation for reconciliation. 

                                                
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid, 150. 
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 The Church struggles in so many ways, but hopefully our commonness can be found in 

the struggles. The early church struggled with this concept as much as we do today. Even the 

Apostle Paul seems to be conflicted when trying to find his place in the world. It was once said, 

“There are more things that unite us than things that divide us.”60 And as we strive to find these 

commonalties, we will find God's heart in the center of the journey towards reconciliation.   

 The last two theses I would like to include are, “Reconciliation is not a theory” and 

“Imagination and conversation are the very heart and soul of reconciliation.”61 The first thesis 

also adds that, “it is not an achievement, technique or event, it is a journey.”62 We have to have 

many parts to make a whole. And without everyone helping each other we will always fall short 

of the goal. And finally, if we work together and the Church finds a place to come together then 

we will be able to find a space to welcome God into the middle of our lives. As shared by 

Katongole and Rice, “Imagination and conversation are the very heart and soul of 

reconciliation.”63 The choice of these words is significant because I think that without 

reconciliation we do not have our hearts and souls in line with the calling of Christianity. 

Earlier in this paper I reflected on these famous lines from A Tale of Two Cities, "It was 

the best of times, it was the worst of times."64 Communities just seem to work that way. They 

can be the most altruistic places and then they can be the most narcissistic places. I have 

belonged to neighborhoods where everyone helped everyone in times of need, but I also have 

belonged to neighborhoods where I did not even know my neighbor’s name. I realize that I could 

                                                
60 Unknown Author. 
61 Emmanuel Katongole and Chris Rice, 2008, 151. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Dickens. 
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have played out that scenario a little better myself, but I just followed suit and lived a life of 

conformity. As a Christian I can no longer live a life that does not involve my fellow sojourner. 

My call to ministry and God's call to all who profess Christ call us to a deeper and more complex 

life. 

  The last part of my equation is that we need spiritual connectedness to God as we play 

out in our lives in community and as individuals. As individuals we long for community and 

God. We can have an inner clash in our lives when we get spiritually disconnected from one 

another. Even when we are in community we still need to balance the innermost parts of our 

lives that long for closeness with humanity and God. There needs to be balance as we navigate 

the waters of the world and community. And this connectedness with God calls us to a new level 

of life and living. This idea of new life leads us to our first Scripture passage. Scholar, Paul 

Achtemeier, in an excerpt from The Harpers Bible Dictionary, provides a foundation for 

understanding this passage: 

The theme that pervades the whole of 2 Corinthians, however many letters be 
represented there, is the meaning of apostleship—and, by extension, the meaning 
of Christian ministry in general. Throughout, Paul emphasizes that Christian 
ministry is the service of the gospel of God’s reconciling love as present in Christ 
(see especially 5:11-19), and that ministers are made adequate for this service by 
God alone (2:14-3:6). Against the rival apostles who would have the Corinthians 
believe otherwise, Paul insists that special religious knowledge, ecstatic 
experiences, or miraculous powers do not certify one as a true apostle. The 
important question is whether, in one’s serving of the gospel, the saving death and 
resurrection life of Jesus are evident (see esp. 4:10-12). For this reason, Paul 
repeatedly lists the hardships he has experienced as an apostle (4:8-9; 6:4b-5; 
11:23b-29; 12:10), not in order to boast of the strength with which he has endured 
them, but in order to “boast” of his weaknesses (the “fool’s speech,” 11:1-12:13), 
and thus of the transcendent power of God (see esp. 4:7; 13:4).65 

 
                                                

34 Paul J. Achtemeier, Harper's Bible Dictionary, 1st ed. (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985), 188-189. 
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The Apostle Paul struggled as much as the next person with this need for reconciliation and new 

life. His point was that his struggles were not the focal point of his ministry, but being true to 

God and staying connected to God was the point of focus. It is also important to know that Paul 

found strength in weaknesses that once would have been seen only as a deficit. His view of the 

world and his faith was changing as he drew closer to God.  

 In 2 Corinthians, Paul provides one of the richest and most well defined scriptures in the 

Bible dealing with reconciliation as a directive from Christ. When looking at this passage we can 

see how Paul was called to the ministry of reconciliation as plainly as he was called to preaching 

and teaching in the world. You might even say that this newly discovered calling helped to 

define his ministry in ways that transformed and healed people emotionally as much as 

physically. Let us take a deeper look at this portion of Scripture and see where Paul takes us as 

we go on an expedition with him to the land of Corinth. 

 

2 Corinthians 5:11–6:10 Reconciliation      

11 Therefore, knowing the fear of the Lord, we persuade men; but what we are is 
known to God, and I hope it is known also to your conscience. 12 We are not 
commending ourselves to you again but giving you cause to be proud of us, so 
that you may be able to answer those who pride themselves on a man’s position 
and not on his heart. 13 For if we are beside ourselves, it is for God; if we are in 
our right mind, it is for you. 14 For the love of Christ controls us, because we are 
convinced that one has died for all; therefore all have died. 15 And he died for all, 
that those who live might live no longer for themselves but for him who for their 
sake died and was raised.  
16 From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even 
though we once regarded Christ from a human point of view, we regard him thus 
no longer. 17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has 
passed away, behold, the new has come. 18 All this is from God, who through 
Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; 19 that 
is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their 
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trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation. 20 So 
we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us. We beseech 
you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. 21 For our sake he made him to be 
sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.  

  

Chapter 6  

1 Working together with him, then, we entreat you not to accept the grace of God 
in vain. 2 For he says, “At the acceptable time I have listened to you, and helped 
you on the day of salvation.” Behold, now is the acceptable time; behold, now is 
the day of salvation. 3 We put no obstacle in any one’s way, so that no fault may 
be found with our ministry, 4 but as servants of God we commend ourselves in 
every way: through great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, calamities, 5 

beatings, imprisonments, tumults, labors, watching, hunger; 6 by purity, 
knowledge, forbearance, kindness, the Holy Spirit, genuine love, 7 truthful speech, 
and the power of God; with the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and 
for the left; 8 in honor and dishonor, in ill repute and good repute. We are treated 
as impostors, and yet are true; 9 as unknown, and yet well known; as dying, and 
behold we live; as punished, and yet not killed; 10 as sorrowful, yet always 
rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing 
everything.66  

 

In 2 Corinthians, Paul was writing a letter after having been painfully rejected by the 

Christians in Corinth. The church at Corinth had started listening to different teachers, and this 

had Paul up in arms. He loved the people very much and he tried to share with them that he was 

a “true apostle” of Christ. He was struggling and the people struggled as well. Second 

Corinthians was in a way a love letter and an attempt to win back the people he so passionately 

cared about. He so desperately cared for them and wanted them to know that he wanted to share 

his knowledge with them and that his love was deep and unchanging. Consequently, he wanted 

                                                
66 Bible, Revised Standard Version, 2 Corinthians 5:11–6:10, 1971. 
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them to read this letter and for them to respond in a favorable manner towards Christ and Paul’s 

leadership.67 You might say that Paul was in need of reconciliation with the Corinthian people. 

As we explore this passage in light of our calling to reconciliation, I would like to 

concentrate on three specific pericopes. These sections seem very clear as to the direction we are 

called to take as Christians in times past and now in our lives in the present moment.  I believe 

that these Scriptures can be a type of rule and guide in our lives in the area of reconciliation.  

5: 17- 19 17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has passed away,  
  behold, the new has come. 18 All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled  
  us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; 19 that is, in Christ God 
   was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them 
   and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation.68  
 

 As I look back through my ministry “new creation” seems to me a fundamental part of 

the reality of each person’s desire as they look toward God. I find it very hard to think of anyone 

who is not attracted to newness of life. That does not mean that people always respond to this 

desirable gift, but it is a portion of what is offered to us by Christ. Even the thought of old things 

passing away is something that calls to us, although there are those times when we just cannot let 

go of our pasts to accept the newness of the future. This idea of newness is an attraction, but it is 

also a double-edged sword. This balancing act of being a “new creation” can cause a degree of 

uneasiness and a feeling of unworthiness as we try to simply grasp this concept.   

 The act of reconciliation is a calling to new life. And to respond to this gift we have to 

take a vital look at the past before we can receive the advantages gained by the future. This was 

                                                
67 Andrew Knowles, The Bible Guide, (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg, 2001), 593. 
68 Ibid. 
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something upon which Schreiter, Katongole and Rice all seemed to agree.  So, as we receive this 

new life, our response then leads us to a reaction, which is what the Apostle Paul calls “the 

ministry of reconciliation.” (v.18) This is our answer to what God gives us through Jesus Christ. 

Receiving reconciliation from Christ is just a first step to new creation. As we receive we are 

shown how to offer this blessing to others, with God being the example to us. We are shown the 

way, so that we then know how to take the steps we need to offer reconciliation to others.  

 I take great delight in this particular phrase: “not counting their trespasses against them 

and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation.” (v.19)  I understand the good news in this 

passage comes from the idea that we not only receive this new life, but we are to share this gift 

with others and to remember that past “trespasses” are not to be counted against them.  We seem 

to always want forgiveness, but when it comes to others we want to change the rules. God shows 

us that Christ will lead us on the right path that will lead the entire world to a place of 

reconciliation and new life.  

 
 
5: 20  "So we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us. We  
  beseech you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God."69 
 
 
 An “ambassador” is someone who is given authority and is put in a place of 

responsibility. Ambassadors are persons who are given positions of power over nations, places 

and people. When a person who has power is not in the same location as an ambassador, the 

person in power can give permission to the ambassador to speak or act on his or her behalf. 

Smith Bible Dictionary defines ambassador in the following way: 

                                                
69 Ibid. 
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A person of high rank employed by a government to represent it and transact its 
business at the seat of government of some other power. The earliest examples of 
ambassadors employed occur in Num. 20:14; 21:21; Judges 11:7-19; afterwards 
in that of the fraudulent Gibeonites, Josh. 9:4, etc., and in the instances of civic 
strife mentioned Judges 11:12 and 20:12. Ambassadors are found to have been 
employed not only on occasions of hostile challenge or insolent menace, 1 Kings 
20:2, 6; 2 Kings 14:8, but of friendly compliment, of request for alliance or other 
aid, of submissive deprecation and of curious inquiry. 2 Kings 14:8; 16:7; 18:14; 
2 Chron. 32:31. Ministers are called ambassadors of Christ.70 

 

It appears from this definition that the role of ambassador can be very complex. In this 

current pericope we read that God gives us power and authority through Jesus to be 

“ambassadors” on his behalf and to lead the people of this world to a relationship of 

“reconciliation to God.” Consequently, we are given a mandate to relate a message (the Gospel) 

and to spread this message to our community by our words and actions.  

 The role of ambassador shows a strength and authority, because it not only leads us to 

God, through Christ, but it leads us to each other. It does not stop with an eternal relationship; it 

gives us better earthly relationships. If we have been reconciled to God through Christ then we 

have more potential for better and more holistic relationships with one another. We are given the 

example of Christ in our lives, which can help us throughout every aspect of our lives. This 

authority we are given helps us to be holier and better-rounded people.  Furthermore, it makes us 

responsible for our own actions. This takes us back to the idea that we have to look to our pasts 

before reconciliation can begin. Consequently, this gives us a process to follow as we learn to 

live better lives in community. 

                                                
70 William Smith, Smith's Bible Dictionary (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1997). 
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 Being an ambassador has both its privileges and its responsibilities. It would appear to 

me that you cannot have one without the other. My children when they turned 18 years of age 

were ecstatic, but initially they only saw their newly-found freedom in this transition into 

adulthood. They liked the idea of being able to vote and of being legally adults, but they did not 

eventually like the idea of being legally responsible. The idea of being out in the world without a 

safety net made them a little uneasy.  Once they learned that to be 18 had responsibilities, then it 

was not as great as they initially thought. Being an “ambassador of Christ” offers the same type 

of responsibility; the mission of ambassadorship is not one sided, which leads us to the next 

pericope. 

6:3  "We put no obstacle in any one’s way, so that no fault may be found with our  
  ministry"71 
 

 In the last few years we have seen religious and political figures in the news much too 

frequently. These stories do not shed good light on the leaders or upon the people that serve 

within their organizations. The world is looking to/at Christians these days for all kinds of 

reasons. They look to us to see a glance of hope. They look to us to see how we are going to 

respond to the events in the world. No matter how we are viewed, we still have an obligation to 

God, and to each other. In the arena of economic, racial and political tensions, we are called to a 

deeper level of responsibility. As Christians we cannot let economic, racial and political tensions 

hold us down and destroy what God is building. “The ministry of reconciliation” (v. 18) is one 

that is more challenging than we are willing to undertake, but it is still what we are instructed 
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and privileged to do. As we initiate our efforts toward reconciliation, unity will be the 

consequence. Our next Scripture passage explores how reconciliation brings forth unity.  

 

Ephesians 2:11–22   Unity  

 

11 Therefore remember that at one time you Gentiles in the flesh, called the 
uncircumcision by what is called the circumcision, which is made in the flesh by 
hands— 12 remember that you were at that time separated from Christ, alienated 
from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, 
having no hope and without God in the world. 13 But now in Christ Jesus you who 
once were far off have been brought near in the blood of Christ. 14 For he is our 
peace, who has made us both one, and has broken down the dividing wall of 
hostility, 15 by abolishing in his flesh the law of commandments and ordinances, 
that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace, 
16 and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, thereby 
bringing the hostility to an end. 17 And he came and preached peace to you who 
were far off and peace to those who were near; 18 for through him we both have 
access in one Spirit to the Father. 19 So then you are no longer strangers and 
sojourners, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the 
household of God, 20 built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ 
Jesus himself being the cornerstone, 21 in whom the whole structure is joined 
together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; 22 in whom you also are built 
into it for a dwelling place of God in the Spirit.72 

 

 The city of Ephesus was a key city among all of the cities of Asia. However, Ephesus 

lacked positive spiritual influence. Ephesus’ spiritual practices centered on the occult, witchcraft 

and other pagan practices as a way to try and maintain order and balance within the area. Wealth 

and all of the negative things that wealth can bring surrounded the region. The priests in Ephesus 

used bankers from the East to help them establish wealth as a way to control the people and to 
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create supremacy. This set up a hierarchy that created great distress and conflict for the Ephesian 

people.73 

  The second chapter of Ephesians constructs new thoughts on what it means to be a 

priest. This new priesthood recognizes boundaries beyond the confines of a building. The 

Apostle Paul writes that this new priesthood is not directed by priests, but is centered on Christ 

Jesus. The pagan faith that many practiced left people void and hollow, creating fertile ground 

for the introduction of the gospel. In a place where hierarchy ruled, the walls would be broken 

down and redemption would be made possible for all who desired to be made new in Christ.74 

According to one commentary, "In verses 11–22 Paul describes the essential oneness of 

God’s people. Race and culture separate people in the natural world. In Christ the walls of 

separation (v. 14) are torn down. This is the way to peace. Enmity is replaced with harmony in 

the fellowship of believers."75 This is the very essence of my project, but more importantly, it is 

the basis of our faith and our lives as we struggle to be the redeemed community of our Savior, 

Christ the Lord. We are drawn to the cross by Christ’s reconciling act. This event helps us to 

experience both unity and justice because of grace and love, which are then given to all people. 

There is no hierarchy created by this gift of love, because all are given the opportunity to be one 

regardless of whether they are “Gentile, Jew,” or any other social distinction.  Until Christ made 

a way for us to be reconciled we lived apart from one another and the Jews had a relationship 

                                                
73 Lawrence O. Richards, The Bible Readers Companion, electronic ed., (Wheaton: Victor Books, 1991), 

794. 
74 Ibid., 794. 
75 Franklin H. Paschall and Herschel H. Hobbs, The Teacher's Bible Commentary: A Concise, Thorough 

Interpretation of the Entire Bible Designed Especially for Sunday School Teachers (Nashville: Broadman and 

Holman Publishers, 1972), 746. 
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with God that others did not, but now because of Christ we are made equal and are all 

“sojourners” with God. Two specific pericopes within this passage will help us understand this 

much better.  

 

vv.14-16 14 For he is our peace, who has made us both one, and has broken down the  
  dividing wall of hostility, 15 by abolishing in his flesh the law of commandments  
  and ordinances, that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two,  
  so making peace, 16 and might reconcile us both to God in one body through  
  the cross, thereby bringing the hostility to an end. 

 

 The cross is the common bond shared by all who profess Christ and who call themselves 

Christians. But, even with this common bond we are still human and have our frailties to contend 

with. It is at this level of vulnerability that we must start our journey. As stated earlier, it is 

impossible to start the process of reconciliation without a directing of the Spirit of God. And then 

after we start in the direction of reconciliation we need to let Christ “abolish" our pasts, so that 

the newness of Christ’s forgiveness might prevail. It is at this point that the byproducts of 

reconciliation show evidence of the peace that comes after we have done away with our pasts 

that were once based on a “dividing wall of hostility." Newness of spirit, then, leads to newness 

of life in this world. Once we are on the path to a holistic life, we can then build on reconciliation 

with a passion of faith that is deserving of a reconciled child of God.  

vv. 19-21 19 So then you are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you are fellow   
  citizens with the saints and members of the household of God, 20 built upon  
  the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the  
  cornerstone, 21 in whom the whole structure is joined together and grows into  
  a holy temple in the Lord; 22 in whom you also are built into it for a dwelling  
  place of God in the Spirit. 
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 Continuing the theme of the last pericope, we are brought together by the ministry of 

reconciliation. This higher calling leads us to a place beyond our own strength, to the strength 

that only God can provide. This next passage takes us even closer by saying, "we are no longer 

strangers and sojourners, but we are fellow citizens." And if that is not enough we are then 

strangely elevated to the status of being "saints and members of the household of God." If we are 

to be seen as a citizen, saint and member of God’s household, then there must be a higher point 

of accountability and responsibility involved with these new positions.  This connects with 2 

Corinthians 5:20 in which we are also entitled ‘ambassadors.’ It would appear that God wants us 

to take an active part in the ministry of reconciliation and unity by giving us a structure in the 

scriptures to work from and authority to help us, which provides us with the tools needed to 

accomplish the ministry to which we were called. Lawrence Richards suggests that, “Jesus binds 

us together as one. Social and cultural differences are irrelevant in him.”76 

 How do the Scriptures relate to the present day? Where is the Good News and how does 

this news help us to offer grace to a community in need of Good News? How are reconciliation, 

unity and peace brought to the setting of St. Joseph and Benton Harbor, Michigan? It would 

appear that the biblical tools given to us are the same tools needed to accomplish the task of 

reconciliation and oneness of contemporary community. For a Christian, the Bible is a rule and 

guide to all of life, and within this rule and guide are examples (tools) that help decipher all that 

life has to offer.  When I was looking for a biblical foundation for my project the chosen 

pericopes seemed to jump out from the page and into my heart. There is a very strong division 
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and lack of unity in St. Joseph and Benton Harbor. This thesis, including its theological 

engagement and its ministry project, holds 2 Corinthians 5:11-6:10 and Ephesians 2:11-22 

central as directives or imperatives for a faithful connection with any community or individual in 

need of reconciliation. These texts help to maintain and support all that is needed within the 

towns of Benton Harbor and St. Joseph. As mentioned earlier, nothing will happen unless God is 

the focus and the Holy Spirit is leading. Although I may want and desire reconciliation to occur, 

it will never be able to happen without God’s direction and God’s desire and timing behind it.  

 St. Joseph and Benton Harbor have been at odds with one another for many years now. 

And in the last few years as I have been studying the area and going to civic and church 

meetings, openly seeing these issues taking form in its citizens, I have noticed that there seems to 

be a fog that hangs over the region. As mentioned at different points in my thesis, at a larger 

level the idea of reconciliation seems almost impossible, but it does seem to be something that 

might be possible at a one-to-one level or in small groups. I believe that this type of relationship 

would at least break down walls and be more open and intimate. I realize that God does not need 

all of this to ensue before reconciliation starts to happen, but if these small groups or individuals 

were open for this “new creation”77 of God’s to move it ahead, then living the lives we were 

intended to live could be an essential part of God’s blessing to influence both Benton Harbor and 

St. Joseph. There simply has to be a starting point; starting within individuals and small groups 

seems less daunting and more real. 

 

                                                
77 Katongole and Rice, 2008, 147. 



54 

 

The Summary of Findings 

In this section I will discuss not only the findings of my project and church interviews, 

but also my personal growth and development as related to the thesis. I will show that my growth 

and the findings are interrelated and should not be separated as distinct characteristics.  

In my project I attempted to find two groups of people who were racially diverse. I then 

endeavored to find similarities within these two groups. I did this by choosing two churches, one 

in Benton Harbor, Michigan, and the other in St. Joseph, Michigan. Beyond the racial differences 

I tried to find churches that were mainline denominations, as well as the same membership size 

and average attendance. Through the process of interviewing and a final meeting of the 

interviewees I was able to gather copious information related to my project topic.  The way the 

information was gathered and compiled is known as Narrative Inquiry.  

Before we get into the main portion of this chapter it is important to explain Narrative 

Inquiry, and why it was chosen for this project. This portion of the thesis is the heart of the 

project. This section helps us to see the underlying issues that are major factors within the two 

cities, as well as some personal issues that arose. Consequently, it gives us a clearer picture of 

the area and a better way to face the future with clarification of ideas. 

The Rationale for Narrative Inquiry 

We might say that if we understand the world narratively, as we do, then it makes 
sense to study the world narratively. For us, life—as we come to it and as it comes 
to others—is filled with narrative fragments, enacted in storied moments of time 
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and space, and reflected upon and understood in terms of narrative unities and 
discontinuities.78 

 

When I was in seminary I was told that you should always lead with your strengths. With 

this at the forefront of my thought process, I have chosen the method of Narrative Inquiry 

because I very much enjoy listening to people’s stories. “Narrative inquiry is the process of 

gathering information for the purpose of research through storytelling. The researcher then writes 

a narrative of the experience.”79 We live in a world of stories and shared experiences. These 

experiences help to shape and mold us into the people we are today. Narrative Inquiry uses these 

stories to show commonalities and patterns that can give insight and some enlightenment as to 

why we do what we do.  

This approach can use such methods for gathering research as interviews, field notes, 

personal journals, autobiographies, photos and other items that could enhance the reshaping of 

the story of the people and the person(s) involved in the research itself. This process not only 

retells the story of the people involved in the research, but it also shows the evolution of the 

researcher as s/he goes through the process of gathering data and hearing the stories of the 

people.80  

 A substantial portion of Narrative Inquiry is derived from Knowledge Management.   So, 

if Narrative Inquiry values human knowledge, then the questions we ask and how they are asked 
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would be vital to the exploration of this thesis. Important questions from this perspective would 

be: What did you see? How did you experience this event(s)? What lessons were learned and 

knowledge gained as a participant in your life experiences? This knowledge assembled is the 

root and basis of the research. This then gives our life practices a root or underpinning that can 

help us to better understand others, as well as ourselves. Using the process of narrative inquiry 

and knowledge management helps my project to have more authority, accessibility and long-

lasting impact. 

This information then guides us to the way in which we choose to organize the research 

and we focus and place this data into a form that can be easily interpreted by many different 

fields for study. Narrative Inquiry can give your data a form in which it can be easily understood 

and evaluated by a very wide ranging audience. 

Narrative Inquiry also provides a three–dimensional space.81 This method brings in ideas 

from all directions. It is an all-encompassing way of studying an issue. This concept helps the 

investigator to be multi-dimensional and gives the research a depth that is invaluable to the 

people being studied and the data being collected. In short, it provides a richness and fullness to 

the method and helps those who read and interpret the data that was collected. It makes the 

results more comprehensible. 

I believe that if you listen to people in most situations they will tell you their needs, 

desires and hopes for the future without much effort. Also, everyone has a story to tell, and in 

most cases people like to share their story. Another aspect of the method of Narrative Inquiry is 

that it not only focuses on a social event that can be explained narratively, but it also provides 
                                                

81 Jean D. Clandinin and Michael F. Connelly, 2000, 49. 



57 

 

space to acknowledge theological and spiritual dimensions. Narrative Inquiry can develop and 

recognize the histories and spiritual growth of those interviewed in a way that tells a holistic 

story. People are spiritual beings, so Narrative Inquiry can assist the development of the retelling 

of a story so it can help to inform us and transform us as spiritual beings in our communities’. 

Consequently, if I interview people from two churches and apply the process of Narrative 

Inquiry, I will find ways in which to connect these congregations using shared values, lifestyles 

and other experiences that will give a point of connection and a place to start active conversation 

around the themes of reconciliation, unity and peace. In the next section I will summarize my 

findings, explaining the process used in the project, and identifying how Narrative Inquiry 

helped me to collect data and connect with people in a way that was less intrusive and more 

personal. I will also share my personal thoughts and the growth patterns that I experienced along 

the way. 

Reaching the Community through the Medium of Narrative Inquiry 

 

During the interviews I began by collecting oral histories, focusing on the stories of each 

individual in relation to his/her own background, his/her church, and the communities of Benton 

Harbor and St. Joseph. I then analyzed the data using a Narrative Inquiry approach, as that 

approach enabled me to focus on the lived experiences of the participants and their ongoing 

relationships with the two cities. My analysis enabled me to find common ground within the 

participants’ stories and this common ground was then used to bring the participants together for 

a common meeting.   
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Following the interviews I held a meeting in a neutral setting and shared my research 

with the participants. At this meeting I introduced the possibility of engaging in future meetings 

to provide a forum for future communication between the two churches. I was anticipating that 

some common ground would be found and that there might be value placed on the idea of 

coming together again. The differences between these two cities are almost always emphasized, 

so the goal of this part of the project was to uncover similarities within the participants and to 

provide enough footing for connections to be made across differences in subsequent 

conversations between participants.  

As described in the first chapter, these two communities are very polarized because of 

socio-economic, racial and political tensions. St. Joseph and Benton Harbor have a history of 

discord and breakdown that has caused them to be in conflict with one another for many years.  

Before focusing on the findings from the interview part of this project, let me pause to 

share how this project came about. It would seem to me that this study started at the very 

beginning of my first doctoral seminar. One of our first assignments was to reflect and share our 

spiritual autobiographies of ministry. These autobiographical statements were to include 

thoughts on ministry currently and how ministry has developed over time, as we grew into our 

more specific pastoral roles. This process caused me to look at all facets of my ministry, which I 

had not contemplated for a very long time. The way I viewed ministry and my role in ministry is 

surely something that shapes all of the ways I approach my current pastoral roles and might add 

predispositions to my final project. So, this piece of the seminar was an extremely beneficial part 

of my studies. 
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Our next assignment of the doctoral program was to formulate a goal statement. This 

statement took much thought, and poked and prodded us to go deeper and wider in our current 

views of ministry and how our ministries were designed. My personal learning goal was: I will 

engage my sense of call to community and to the congregation in such a way as to be a model of 

social justice and racial reconciliation that is genuine and consistent to each. It is very 

interesting to me that I seemed to meander a bit from this goal during my first years in the 

program, but I was always somehow drawn back to it by the help of instructors, doctoral 

colleagues and, I hope, the Holy Spirit. I was very affirmed in how this process helped me to stay 

the course and facilitated faithfulness to my calling as pastoral leader in the communities of 

Benton Harbor and St. Joseph. As I tried to live out this model, being the pastor of Zion 

Evangelical United Church of Christ was not my only goal; I felt that I must be a pastor of the 

wider community at large.  

Because of this class and being called to a new congregation, I wanted to make inroads to 

the community of Benton Harbor and not be just a pastor from the other side of the river. I felt 

my calling to be one of making connections with the people and seeing how the healing of the 

communities of St. Joseph and Benton Harbor might be a current day reality. As I thought about 

this it was overwhelming and seemed to be out of my grasp. I asked myself questions like, “How 

can this white guy from St. Joseph connect with a community mainly consisting of African 

Americans and other people of color?” I do not think it was an issue of racial tension as much as 

I felt there were many other divisions that created boundaries. In one of the seminars taught by 

George Hunsberger, we were told that we needed to narrow our focus to one specific area and 

then narrow it down even further. I tried to do this and was able to narrow my focus from 

evangelism, social justice and missions, to the study and practice of reconciliation. I began to 



60 

 

believe that reconciliation encompasses all these thoughts and theologies, but I still had no clue 

as to how I could put it into practice given the scope of my concerns. 

A major emphasis in the doctoral program at Western Theological Seminary was placed 

upon the writing of and participation in Learning Units. These units are designed to meet the 

needs and ministry goals of the individual. The entire program is based on an individual 

approach to ministry. I knew these units would help me to form networks that would undergird 

my work and give me new insights that I would never have gained on my own. As anticipated, 

this part of the program helped me to connect to the faculty and to the communities within which 

I serve. These connections gave me a foothold and showed me how to address concerns and 

issues surfacing from my goal statement and project proposal.  

Within a very short period of time I was able to interface with the communities that 

would be a central part in my thesis. When I met new people from Benton Harbor I was able to 

share with them some of my hopes and dreams for the future. In many different types of 

conversations I was able to meet people and connect with them at a very personal and non-

threatening level. I have been a pastor for over twenty years and have had many different 

ministry settings, but I have never been able to connect with a new community the way I have 

here because my degree project was a key to entering into conversation. I started at my new 

church just six months before I started the doctoral program at Western. Starting both a new 

church and the doctoral program simultaneously was very helpful in formulating the project. I 

was able to join civic and church groups at a level of leadership and acceptance which would 

have never transpired otherwise. 
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As I served the community in numerous ways, I became better able to evaluate and 

become a part of the system I would be trying to change. Being an agent of change would be 

better received and productive if I could work within the already present structure. It was at this 

point that I became aware of the groups mentioned previously, People for Progressive Change 

and The Council for World Class Communities.  These connections helped me realize early on 

that I would have to enter Benton Harbor from a different angle than through these community 

organizations. Both of these groups were systems closed to anyone from the outside. These 

organizations had been established for some time and were not open to new feedback from 

strangers.  

I have always been able to connect with people on a one-to-one basis. I was thinking of 

how to enter into a larger group or organization, but I got discouraged because these existing 

groups already had agendas and ideas for engaging the community, but with little accomplished. 

So I started to connect one-on-one with all sorts of people and then used the relationships already 

in place to lead me to a place of connection and purpose. This approach as well as the aid of my 

instructors, doctoral colleagues and classes helped me to lay the groundwork for my project.  

I tried to establish new contacts, widen my range of view, and cultivate relationships with 

other people from all kinds of different social strata. For example, I once entered the community 

in the middle of the night riding a motorcycle, trying to appeal to the younger people and others 

who might be up during the wee hours of the night. I was met with resistance, a few choice 

words were spoken, and I was told never to come back. Later that week I returned to the same 

place and tried to re-enter once again. I was able to hold a conversation at this point, but little 

ground was gained.  While trying to make these street connections, I met a social worker and 
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minister by the name of Sandra Douglas. Ms. Douglas is the Director of Harbor Harvest Urban 

Ministries, and was one of the people I interviewed very early in my doctoral studies about the 

history of Benton Harbor. She and I became friends and she has been able to help me connect to 

people and congregations in the area. Ms. Douglas would be a key person to me as I would try 

and move to a deeper level of engagement within the community of Benton Harbor. 

It was not, however, until I took a learning unit with Rev. Dr. Michael Carson that my 

world changed to a greater degree and I found extended to me a new role in the community as 

colleague and friend of a well-established African American clergy person. Dr. Carson is the 

pastor of the Union Memorial African Methodist Episcopal Church in Benton Harbor. The 

Learning Unit, which Rev. Carson taught, was entitled, “Sociology of the Urban Church.” This 

relationship was a place of growth and education at a level of intimacy and acceptance. Dr. 

Carson’s congregation later became one of the congregations at the center of my project, along 

with my own congregation in St. Joseph.  

As my relationship with Rev. Carson grew, he introduced me to many different types of 

people from all walks of life. One of the first persons was a farmer who was tending to his field. 

Dr. Carson and I were driving by this man’s field when Dr. Carson stopped the car and said, “I 

have someone you need to meet.” This meeting was extremely educational and helpful to me 

because from this man in his eighties I heard many stories about what it was like growing up in 

Benton Harbor. At another time, I was introduced to the first female African American athletic 

director of the Benton Harbor school system. This wonderful lady shared stories and thoughts 

that would change my views and life in immeasurable ways; she would also be one of the 

subjects interviewed later for my project. 



63 

 

As I started to narrow down my thoughts and possible topics for my final project I was 

talking with Dr. Carson, the pastor of Union Memorial Church, about my dilemma. I had shared 

with him the idea of writing a series of newspaper article that focused on reconciliation and our 

communities, but that idea fell by the wayside after I was denied that opportunity. After our 

meeting I came up with the idea of involving our churches in an interviewing process. After 

explaining this idea to him he was very supportive of this project idea. He suggested that I come 

to church the following Sunday and he would introduce me to the congregation and then try and 

get people interested in this proposal. 

 The next Sunday I found myself at the front of the church helping with liturgical 

responsibilities and I was given a platform in which to present my idea. I felt really out of place 

because I was not expecting to be given such an enormous role. I expected that I would talk to a 

few people after worship and maybe be introduced during worship; taking a role as one of the 

worship leaders was a little overwhelming. I presented my project idea and let them know a few 

thoughts I had as to how I saw this proposal unfolding. Presenting my project to an audience this 

large caused me to take another look at the entire process and I felt a little unorganized. I knew if 

I was unclear about what I was asking it would not help me or the people that I was asking to be 

a part of my project. So, during the rest of the service I tried to rethink how I might proceed. 

 After worship I was able to get four volunteers to be a part of the interviewing process of 

my project. It was not a straightforward or easy process. Later I would reconnect with the people 

that volunteered, but things did not turn out the way that I would have liked. I had a personal 

injury during the summer and it was nearly six to eight weeks before I was able to reconnect with 

the persons I had originally asked to take a part in my project. The people acted as if they had not 
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met me or I was not at the worship service weeks before. I really do not think it was because of a 

lapse of memory, but my speculation is that they thought about it for a while and then decided 

they were not up for this experience. Even as I initiated contact with them they seemed really 

suspicious about the whole idea. I felt that they were given a little push from their loving pastor 

and they really wanted to please him, but they did not seem all that interested in my proposal.  

With the people withdrawing, it just did not seem like this project would have the people 

needed to offer the validity necessary to complete it in a manner worthy of a doctoral project. As 

mentioned earlier in this thesis, reconciliation is a journey. And my journey in bringing this 

project to fruition was no exception to the rule. From the very beginning the people at Union 

Memorial A.M.E. were very apprehensive about being interviewed.  I know that in general 

people are not comfortable with being interviewed, but I sensed that this distance was more 

about something else. The congregation at Union Memorial A.M.E. has been part of other 

ongoing endeavors and efforts to reconcile differences in the community at different times in 

their history, but even with this in mind there seemed to be more to this apprehension. 

After the initial setbacks I faced, I made calls and stopped by the church to try to find 

people to interview and to get some suggestions from Pastor Carson on who I might interview. I 

am a very persistent person, so I kept trying to make connections. I had started to form a 

relationship with the church’s administrative assistant and she allowed me to interview her, 

which began my journey of interviewing. I felt that with her interview finished it might 

encourage others to join if she endorsed the interviewing process. I hope it would give some 

needed energy to this project.  



65 

 

After the interview I asked if I might get a copy of the church directory and see if I could 

reconnect with the persons I had already met. I felt as if I could try again to get others interested 

in my project. This idea was not effective at any level. If anything I thought it give the people 

more reasons for mistrust. What happened was I called some people who were not at church 

when I was there and they thought I was doing these interviews for commercial reasons. I tried 

explaining to them I was a pastor and was working on my doctorate degree, but to no avail. I 

even mentioned that the degree was like Dr. Carson’s doctoral degree, but that did not benefit me 

either. 

 I kept returning to Rev. Carson for ideas. I knew that the only way I would get inside this 

church would be by its chief gatekeeper. He had always been helpful and patient, so I tried to 

draw from his wisdom and experience. Again, he invited to come back later that night and see if 

I might be able to encourage some people before choir practice to be a part of my interviews. So, 

I returned and again because of his leading was able to draw out seven people. I set up interview 

times and thought I was well on the road to success. Upon arriving for these interviews, 

however, I found out that three of the people were not going to make their interviews while 

another person did not show up or call to cancel the appointment. Again, I felt a pull that seemed 

to suggest a degree of mistrust. Even with the help of their pastor, it was not going to be an easy 

process just to walk into Union Memorial church and be accepted. The good news was I now I 

had three more people interviewed and if the worst case scenario played out, I would only need 

one more person to have the five persons needed to fulfill the requirements of my project 

proposal.   
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 With a great deal of persistence and perspiration, I was able to reschedule an interview 

with one of the persons I had talked with earlier because they had heard that the interviews were 

not as intrusive as they once had supposed. So, I got a little information in the fact that I had 

heard first hand from one of the project participants that they expected the interviews to more 

than what they were willing to invest emotionally. The funny thing about this particular 

interview was that it lasted longer than any of the other interviews by an hour and a half. But it 

showed that apprehensions are out there and the ability to gain trust in this church and in the 

community was not an easy task to accomplish. In short, I had to take baby steps and gain what 

little trust I could over a longer period of time.  

 The process of interviewing the people from Zion Evangelical was a bit different than 

their counterparts across the river. At the Zion church in St. Joseph everyone wanted to be 

interviewed. I think I may have even offended a few people because I had already interviewed all 

the people I needed for my project. I wanted to keep the number of interviewees as equal as I 

could. I was not totally able to do that, but was very close because I interviewed five people from 

the Benton Harbor church and seven people from the St. Joseph church. (The reason I 

interviewed two more people was because I thought that I would have the opportunity to 

interview more people at the Union Memorial church, but because of some not showing for 

appointments I was a little short.)  

The interviewing dynamics were different at my church in St. Joseph because the people 

knew me and felt a degree of trust, and that trust level was lacking with the Union Memorial 

church. Also, they were vested in my project and in me finishing my degree and spending more 

time doing the pastoral work that drew me to this church. Furthermore, they had not been 
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interviewed before or participated in anything like this before while, Union Memorial members 

seemed to feel that they had more than paid their dues for reconciling events. Furthermore, being 

interviewed by someone who had no relationship with them seemed to have little or no appeal to 

them at this current stage in their lives. 

As the project started to take shape I thought of ideas of how to best to represent both 

congregations and their respective towns.  For my research to be accurate and valid I must begin 

with brief histories of both of the churches involved in the interviewing section of my project and 

show their involvement in their respective locations. I believe this background will help the 

reader to get a more detailed view of where these congregations come from and where their 

futures might take them. These stories are invaluable and illuminate the project.  

 

The History of Union Memorial African Methodist Episcopal Church 

When asked to remove himself to an old section of the church reserved for blacks 
only, Absalom Jones replied, "Wait until the prayer is over, and I will get up and 
trouble you no more." These words were spoken by Absalom Jones more than 
200 years ago to the trustees from St. George’s Methodist Church. When the 
prayer was over, Absalom Jones, Richard Allen and many others left the church 
and started a journey that ultimately ended in the established of the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church.82 

 

In the year 1868, Mr. Steven Busby started the first African Methodist Episcopal 

(A.M.E.) church in the Benton Harbor and St. Joseph area in his home. Although this was not a 

large assembly, they still met and called their congregation “The House of Praise.” In just two 

short years, the congregation bought a lot in St. Joseph located at 512 Church Street. Pastor L. 
                                                

82 Union Memorial African Methodist Episcopal Church Directory, Benton Harbor Michigan.  2010. 
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Henderson helped the church trustees with strong pastoral leadership and direction to enable this 

purchase. It took a while for things to get started, but once they got going they were able to make 

some church renovations and build a parsonage.83  

The A.M.E. congregation was established in a more formal way and moved to Benton 

Harbor in the year 1893. This church building was located between Market and Boughton 

Streets. The Bishop Henry Neal Turner appointed The Rev. C.I. Hills to serve this congregation.  

Actually both churches existed for a short period of time and Rev. Hills was on a two point 

circuit. These two congregations alternated services, which helped both congregations. Bishop 

William Arnett decided to break up the two point charge in 1897. At this point Bishop Arnett 

appointed The Rev. George W. Benson to the congregation in St. Joseph, while The Rev. James 

E. Lyons would be appointed by Bishop Arnett to serve the people in Benton Harbor.  

Three years later a fire would destroy the Benton Harbor church building. Shortly after 

the fire, new property was obtained on the corners of Colfax and Bond Streets in Benton Harbor. 

This congregation renamed itself the “Arnett Chapel.” But twenty years later, in 1929, this 

congregation and the other congregation in Benton Harbor joined forces and become the Union 

Memorial African Methodist Episcopal Church. The Rev. George Wilber Baber served as the 

first pastor of the newly formed Union Memorial A.M.E. congregation.84 

 One of the first decisions made after the merger was to sell both buildings in Benton 

Harbor. So, under the leadership of Reverend C. Wesley Gordon and a very determined 

congregation, the properties were sold. The Urban Renewal Project of the sixties helped to 

                                                
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid 
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purchase the current eight acre Benton Harbor property that is located at the corner of Empire 

and Crystal Springs Avenue. With the help of Bishop H. Thomas Primm, Banyon Fellowship 

Hall was completed. It was dedicated and used as a sanctuary until the construction of the current 

sanctuary.85 The Fellowship Hall is still used for social events. The recent history and leadership 

of the church is summarized below: 

In April 1973, Rev. Arthur L. Jelks and the Membership embarked on the second 
phase of the project, a formal sanctuary. On June 17, 1979 this project was 
completed and dedicated. Since 1929, Union Memorial AME Church has been 
served by an illustrious roster of ministers: Reverends E.B. Williams, A Wayman 
Peterson, R.F. Boyd, Albert Preston, Lewis L. Lawrence, Robert A. Schley, C. 
Wesley Gordon, Arthur L. Jelks, Delano L. Bowman, Alfred E. Johnson, Archie 
L. Criglar, Gerry S. Moore and Sr. Julius R. Keys. On September 25, 2005 Bishop 
Philip R. Cousin, Sr., appointed Dr. Michael C. Carson to the pastorate of this 
historical church.86 

 

 Another vital part of the history of Union Memorial A.M.E. is that this was the 

congregation in which Eric McGinnis grew up. Eric was the young man found dead and written 

about in the book The Other Side of the River. His grandmother attended church at Union 

Memorial until her recent passing. Alex Kotlowitz also interviewed one of the persons I 

interviewed when he was working on The Other Side of the River. This congregation has played 

a very complex and defining role in the shaping of Benton Harbor from its very beginning stages 

as a congregation, so the tensions and conflicts between St. Joseph and Benton Harbor play a 

central role in the shaping of the future of this flock in a very intimate way. 

 

                                                
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid. 
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The History of Zion Evangelical United Church of Christ 

 On the 25th of January 1920, fifty very excited individuals met at the City Hall building 

in St. Joseph, Michigan to establish a new church congregation. One of these people was Albert 

Kerlikowske. Mr. Kerlikowske was elected as the chairperson of this committee to help them to 

organize and bring about their hopes and dreams for a new church. Along with Mr. Kerlikowske, 

this small flock elected Mr. Ferdinand Streich as a secretary so that they might keep thoughts 

organized and true to their goals as a new congregation. This committee of two would put 

together a report and let the people know what the outcome would be by the following month.87 

 When the next meeting was held these two men reported that they had found a lot on 

which to build their new church. This lot was located on the corners of Niles Avenue and 

Harrison Streets in St. Joseph. For the congregation to take ownership of this land they would 

have to come up with $1,200.00. In addition to the cost of the lot, construction of the building 

would entail $9,165.00. At this point the newly founded congregation put its resources together 

and raised the money to pay for this new building and lot in full before the first worship service 

was held. The men's group paid $6,435.00, the women's group raised $1,430.00 and the youth 

group followed suit with a donation of $1,300.00. The part that was surely a little concerning 

was that the City Council had not totally cleared the land selected by this newly formed 

congregation to even be zoned and established for building, this would happen two weeks after 

the purchase of the land. They felt like God was ordering their steps to move forward, so that is 

exactly what they chose to do.88 

                                                
87 Adapted from The Zion Evangelical Church: 25th Anniversary 1920-1945 (Bulletin), February 25, 1945.  
88 Ibid. 
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 So, the congregation took this step and at the next meeting Mr. Gustav Knaak made a 

motion that the land be purchased and the name of the new congregation would be known as the 

Zion Evangelical Church. This congregation would be affiliated with the Evangelical Synod of 

North America. The motion was unanimously adopted and the newly formed congregation was 

established. A couple of months later on April 11, 1920 the congregation adopted a constitution 

and bylaws that brought all their hard work to completion.89  

 In the year 1968 the United Church of Christ was founded through the merger of the 

Congregational Christian and the Evangelical Reformed churches. Because of this merger the 

Zion Evangelical Church would be known from this time forward as the Zion Evangelical United 

Church of Christ. This newly founded denomination helped shape the future of this congregation 

and helped them to chart new horizons as a congregation. 

The pastoral leadership of the church has been marked by long tenures. Zion Church has 

only had seven pastors leading its congregation since its inception. Of these seven pastors, two of 

them worked together as a wife and husband team as co-pastors, which means this congregation, 

has only had six tenures of pastors leading the congregation. Having a strong faith base, paying 

attention to financial matters and long tenures of pastoral leadership has a focal point of the Zion 

church from its inspection.90 

Both of these congregations, Zion Evangelical United Church of Christ and Union 

Memorial African Methodist Episcopal Church, are churches with rich histories that should 

make them proud and give them a solid base from which to build a strong future. Their traditions 

                                                
89 Ibid. 
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and backgrounds show contrasts that will help us to understand some of the biases and issues that 

will be addressed later in this summary, but their similarities are the most treasured portions of 

this thesis. 

Summary of Interviews and the Project 

Once I gathered my data from the interviews, it was then my responsibility to interpret 

the data. It is stated in the book Narrative Inquiry that the researcher should use the data “to 

generate a list of understandings achieved by analyzing the stories, but rather as pointing to 

questions, puzzles, fieldwork, and field texts of different kinds appropriate to different aspects of 

the inquiry.”91 I not only wanted to reshape the framework for better understanding, I also 

wanted to relate it in a way that would give substance to the collected information so that it could 

be used as an element for the future endeavors. 

As I designed the interview questions and selected others from an outside source,92 I 

wanted to find core values shared by the participants in this study. The three questions that 

seemed pivotal towards that end were the following: Section # 5 What are four key events in 

your life that shaped who you are as a person? Section # 6 What are four key events that have 

shaped the life in your city? Section # 7 What are four events that stand out in your mind that 

helped to define your congregation? In addition, all of the questions from section 8 are pertinent; 

these will be addressed at a later time. 

                                                
91 Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, 54-55. 
92 Hunt, Marjorie, The Smithsonian Folklore and Oral History Interviewing Guide, (Washington, D.C.: The 

Smithsonian Institute), 2003. 
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Let us start with section # 5. What are four key events in your life that shaped who you 

are as a person? The number one response by people interviewed focused around family 

involvement. The interviewees shared stories and moments that showed that the foundations of 

their lives involved their family members and others who were closely related to their family 

systems. They shared stories of how their brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, and especially mothers 

and fathers helped them in supportive ways. Some mentioned that they were given emotional 

support and at times financial support during their early years. It was no surprise to the 

researcher that family would top the list of events and ways people felt shaped or nurtured as 

they developed into the people they are today.  

In second place there was a tie between friends and the educational systems (teachers and 

principals, coaches etc.) that helped people feel shaped and supported in their earlier lives. 

Without these people in our lives we would not have the fullness needed to develop as the caring 

and sharing people we are today. It was very pleasing to hear the stories of how people were 

given opportunities that might have been missed if it were not for these mentors and the roles 

they played in the lives of the participants of the project. And if we follow this progression of 

thought it would appear very logical that the next highest rated event or relationship was that of 

people’s marriages. Again, it is very important for people to get support and encouragement in 

their social structure. If we look back to “The Fable of Desert Island” found in the chapter on 

reconciliation, we are reminded that our relationships are central to our hopes, dreams and well-

being. Most people simply want to be in relationship with one another and are willing to put up 

with life’s imperfections for community to materialize. 
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The makeup of the persons being interviewed was not very diverse in terms of age. Most 

of the people being interviewed were retired or approaching retirement age. This reflects the 

growing age of many of the congregations in the United States of America. Interviewees tended 

to remember the riots that arose in Benton Harbor in 2003 and the riots that happened many 

years before. Sharing these events from the past created changes in behaviors as the interviewees 

were talking, such as expressions of pain and even different vocal inflictions. One oft-repeated 

story was that of the death of Terrace Shurn, the person killed by the police officer while being 

chased on his motorcycle mentioned previously in the telling of the history of Benton Harbor. 

The people who shared the story did not condone Mr. Shurn’s behavior, but thought the police 

officer acted irresponsibly and used unnecessary force to bring Mr. Shurn to justice. One of the 

persons I interviewed was actually good friends with Terrace Shurn and was noticeably upset as 

he reflected back on this time in his life.  

 Although little was shared about the church in response to the question about events that 

shaped the interviewee as a person, the seventh question (What are four events that stand out in 

your mind that helped to define your congregation?) gave vital information that showed 

similarities between both congregations that were interviewed.  People from both congregations 

mentioned how church and family values had changed over the years. It was this shift that 

seemed to occupy their thoughts as they responded to question number seven. Almost everyone 

interviewed shared about his or her childhood neighborhoods and the values shared in their 

communities. I heard stories about how neighbors took care of and accepted responsibility for 

each other’s children. The children, for example, would being doing something that they should 

not be doing and the neighbor would discipline or at the very least challenge the children to stop 

doing whatever it was that they were doing. And if that was not enough they would phone the 
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parents and the children would get in trouble again once they returned home. Each person saw 

great value in this type of social networking, but realized that if you did that today, some type of 

children’s advocacy agency would quickly be on your doorstep. Listening to their responses to 

this question was reminiscent of a “Country Time” commercial, “It was in a simpler and happier 

day…” As the interviews progressed, the similarities in their childhood experiences and the lives 

wanted and desired by the interviewees became obvious. The responses shared by the 

interviewees suggested that everyone values caring and loving people, no matter what their race, 

nationality or social status. 

Apart from relationships, the study showed other shared values between the interviewees. 

The people interviewed felt very strongly that to be ethical and to create an ethical work 

environment had value in their individual lives as well as in their families, their congregations 

and their neighborhoods and cities. In stories shared about families, friends, and co-workers, a 

majority of the interviewees said that ethics which they formed at an early age and continued as 

adults played an important role in shaping who they became and how they related to others in 

their current lives.  

As a pastor and researcher looking for theological and spiritual connection, I presupposed 

that people’s faith and their connection to their church would be at the top of the list of events or 

influences that have formed them as the people they are today. Only 2 people mention their faith 

in God and only 3 people mentioned the church. Two of those people mentioned very abstract 

feelings about their faith. Few people mentioned that the church helped them or shaped them in 

their developing and growing years. What makes this interesting is that every person interviewed 
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was a member of a church and for the most part served in very prominent positions within their 

congregations.  

As a researcher I must ask questions such as: Were the questions designed well enough? 

Did I ask the right questions needed to get the appropriate responses needed for the study? I 

expected that faith and church would seem to be more central in the lives of church members. 

During the process of the interviews I realized that I needed to redesign the questions a little 

better, opening them up not only to events, but to people, places and things that helped to shape 

them. So, as I interviewed the people I reformed these questions and tried to make them clearer. 

Questions # 6 moves us from beyond ourselves and moves us out into our communities, 

What are four key events that have shaped the life of your city? Many of these responses 

overlapped because of the areas of research being close in geographical proximity. Like most 

communities these days the people of Benton Harbor and St. Joseph feel that the national 

economy, and the recession that it has created, is a major shaping factor of life these days. Lost 

businesses, unemployment and lack of economic development created tension and concern 

among the people interviewed. The interviews were in unanimous agreement about the 

importance of these forces. But there were differences in how they saw these forces playing out 

in the long run.  The source of contention is that St. Joseph is in much better economic shape 

than its bordering town of Benton Harbor.  

Both communities thought that Whirlpool Cooperation was the most critical place of 

employment in the area. Although Whirlpool is actually located in Benton Harbor, there seems to 

be little disagreement between the towns that Whirlpool is a key financial player in the area.  At 

one point Whirlpool employed both hourly employees and managerial employees. In the early 
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eighties this shifted when the plant that manufactured washers and dryers and other related 

products was moved out of the area to its Ohio manufacturing plant. This movement had an 

enormous impact on the area, which still has lasting effects today. Whirlpool Cooperation 

remains a vital contributor to the area because its corporate headquarters are still located within 

the city limits of Benton Harbor. So, although there is concern for the financial future of Benton 

Harbor and St. Joseph, people that live in the area can find common ground in the fact that 

Whirlpool does contribute much to the area as a positive economic presence.  

 Living along the beautiful shoreline of Lake Michigan was yet another shaping factor for 

the people being interviewed. In the past and present time both congregations felt that the 

shorelines helped enhance their lives and the lives of their families. Being a part of communities 

with such an incredible natural resource has always been highly valued in both communities. 

With the redevelopment of Jean Klock Park as a beautiful and centrally located beach, there is 

new traffic in the area. The judgments are still out as to how this redeveloped area will help or 

hinder the area. But for now the Jean Klock Park, which was underutilized because of its rough 

and unsafe state, is getting new patrons. 

 Another focus of the group discussion was the role of the faith community. In contrast to 

the interviews, pastoral leadership was raised in the discussion as a shared value. Pastoral 

leadership plays an important role in the life of any church. The interviewees mentioned that they 

had had good leaders and also had a few leaders they were not too fond of. As important as it is 

to have family and friends help shape us in our secular lives, it was equally important to the 

people taking part in the project that their pastor play a role and have played roles that shaped 

them in their spiritual lives, now and during childhood times. 
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 Beyond the previously mentioned items, stories focused around transitions, buildings and 

church conflicts, that all seem to be pretty much about human nature. To protect the people being 

interviewed and their prospective congregations I have chosen not to write about the inner 

workings and conflicts that exist in the churches. As I have been told many times as a pastor, 

“All churches are perfect as long as you have no more than one member attending.” 

 Aside from of the questions that focused around shaping lives and social networking, 

other observations emerged. One theme that seemed to prevail was that of change in social 

status. As people contemplated growing up and were asked to compare and contrast 

neighborhoods and lifestyles growing up, it appeared that most people interviewed experienced 

some degree of upward economic social mobility. Many of the people told me how they had 

grown up very poor, but most people also told me that they were currently living in a much nicer 

and better place than where they grew up as children. Consequently, most persons were able to 

realize a bit of what we now tend to call the “American Dream.” But, there was a degree of 

sadness because they fear that their children and grandchildren would struggle more than they 

did to get to a better place in life. 

 At a happier level, many shared stories of holidays and traditions that still make me smile 

as I think about the stories. Everyone mentioned the holidays of Christmas and Easter, which 

makes sense coming from Christian believers. The other holiday enjoyed was Thanksgiving, 

along with Birthdays and Anniversaries. They liked eating turkey, ham and seemed to especially 

like the dessert; sweet potato pie topped the list in both churches. These shared experiences in 

our faith based lives are important to us and can bring us together and give us a foundation to 

build upon as we contemplate the idea of reconciliation and what it truly means to us. 
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 The data collected was very straightforward and a portion of it was a bit alarming. I 

cannot say I was surprised by my research or the information gathered. There was a point that it 

appeared that most people just simply tried to block out past pains and move ahead. In one way I 

felt the people of the area to be very heroic and admirable as they struggled with my questions 

and thoughts of the past. As I experienced the people from both towns, they appeared to be very 

tired and worn out from life’s journey. Trying to achieve balance in their personal life and to 

move beyond themselves seemed like too much to ask. Most people today seemed so stretched 

and divided by families, friends and all of life’s activities.  So, one more meeting and one more 

request appeared a little out of place. 

After my research was completed I set up a time to meet with the people who took part in 

my project.  I invited both groups of participants to the Union Memorial church to share my 

findings in hopes that familiar views might be shared between the participants. I hoped that this 

event would influence and identify shared stories and hopes for a better future together.  Also, I 

invited the pastor of the Benton Harbor congregation to attend to help the people of Union 

Memorial to realize that they were supported in this endeavor at a personal level as well as being 

spiritually supported by their pastor. This meeting brought both congregations together and gave 

a face and name to our neighbors. At this point I had no expectations on how this meeting would 

unfold, but most certainly I prayed for much needed hope and new creation to come to this place 

and time. I have learned through this project time that all changes must be in God’s timing and 

cannot be rushed by me or outside sources. There are still lessons to be learned and I would 

imagine they would continue long past the writing of this thesis. 
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I tried to keep my expectations in check for this meeting and its outcomes. It was very 

hard to keep myself at a distance, because this portion of my project was vital. I hoped that 

people would be open minded enough to share from their hearts and maybe we might be able to 

hear one another at a personal level. I knew that better qualified people have tried to make these 

types of links years before me, but I have a valuable trait that helped me, persistence. I tried not 

to second guess the possibilities of this meeting, I merely wanted to meet people one-on-one and 

try to form new relationships, which might give hope for future endeavors. 

At the meeting I asked for responses from participants to the possibility of coming 

together as a group for a specified number of times for conversation and later discussions around 

the issue(s) of reconciliation. I did this by asking for verbal feedback during the meeting and 

then gauging whether there was any interest in ongoing conversations about reconciliation. My 

hope was that friendships would be kindled while defenses were down as they discovered 

commonalities. From this conversation I would perceive if there was any possibility for future 

interaction or collaboration and explore what that might look like.    

This event occurred on November 15, 2010. As the day of the meeting started I was very 

optimistic about the possibilities and the new relationships that could form at this gathering. I 

kept going over my outline and field notes and tried to make sure that I was as focused and clear 

as I possibly could be. I needed to be able to bring out all of the major points and discoveries in a 

manner that would help everyone understand my findings. Also, I wanted to make sure that 

everyone agreed that these discoveries were communicated well and that they felt heard and 

represented within the framework of the project. 
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Upon my arrival I found out the Dr. Carson would not be able to attend the meeting. He 

had sent a representative in his place. The person he sent seemed a bit uninformed as to the 

purpose of the event. The person he sent to be his proxy believed they were there to be 

interviewed. Once we cleared up these misconceptions, it became clear that this insightful person 

could be very helpful. My preliminary reasoning for asking Pastor Carson to this event was to 

show support and to clear up any misunderstandings and help me in define things as the evening 

progressed. Although it was generous gesture to send a representative, the proxy did not fulfill 

the hoped for role of Pastor Carson but was very helpful in the flow of dialogue. 

The next part of the evening was a bit discouraging. Attendance of the interviewees was 

low. From the Zion church, three out of seven people attended the meeting, while one of five 

interviewees from Union Memorial attended. There were a couple of people that had family 

medical emergencies, and one person had to work overtime. With this small group, I felt as if we 

could make some progress if we simply put forth the effort. So, I decided to move forward and 

see where we might end up as we took a look at the information presented from the interviews. 

I started the meeting by thanking everyone for his or her participation and support. After 

this, I read the Scriptures I used for theological engagement in one of the previous sections and 

expounded upon them as it pertained to the project and the people present. I mentioned that I felt 

we as Christians make the Gospel way too complex and it was much more simple and easily 

understood if we allowed it to be understood. So, if we truly wanted to understand God’s calling 

to us, it could be understood and turned into ministry in a very cooperative and persuasive 

manner. The main theme I talked about was that of reconciliation and how we should use our 

gifts and strengths to help each other. 
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At this point I shared a story about how beautiful flowers were to look upon. And, if we 

simply look at a flower it was beautiful and filled with wonder. I mentioned if we had enough 

flowers to go around it might be nice to share them with one another, but if I gave everyone a 

petal from a flower or a broken part of the stem, it would still be beautiful, but would lack 

something from its original beauty. Then I shared that we were like the flowers that by ourselves 

we are beautiful, but if we are all together our beauty is much more pronounced and useful to the 

world. 

Once we seemed to be comfortable I started to share my journey and how I got to this 

place in my life and this project. I shared my journey from Pennsylvania to Michigan and how I 

was first drawn to this area and this project. I explained how the book The Other Side of the 

River moved me to action. I told them that I believed that everyone wanted three things from life: 

love, health and safety for their families, and because we all wanted and desired these things that 

this could be used as a starting point for reconciling, clarity and wholeness.  

As we established these three ideas as a focal point, I was then capable to share my theme 

of how we people are far more similar, than dissimilar. I was able to convey to the people in 

attendance that if we looked at the ideas we share in common, it would be a better and more 

positive way at looking at life and our communities. If we used our shared values and traditions 

we might find some new ways of helping one another to arrive at a better place in life.  

Again I shared a story about hearing new ideas and thoughts for the first time. I told them 

that I had told a story to my first congregation every week for seven or eight weeks in a row. 

Then, one Sunday afternoon I took a group of parishioners to worship at another church in the 

area. At this service the person preaching shared the story that I had shared so many times 
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before. After the service was concluded a lady that I was traveling with told me that she loved 

that story, but said she had never heard it before. How funny! My point to the interviewees at the 

meeting was that no matter how hard we try to communicate, many times we fall short. I just 

wanted them to know that I knew that people had tried to close the divisions between the two 

cities, but maybe we might hear things a little differently and from alternative viewpoint tonight. 

Consequently, waiting on God is the key. 

I reminded them that the four main ideas of concern and division that I felt held back 

reconciliation were: racial tensions, socio-economic differences, disparity in educational systems 

and political dissimilarities. Everyone agreed that these four assessments caused separation and 

pain among the people in the region. There seemed to be a shared reaction that these fears are at 

the center of the struggle amid St. Joseph and Benton Harbor. They told me that I had pretty 

clearly perceived the disagreements and needs of the area. 

I then broke down my findings and explained to them how I saw the information being 

separated into three categories: personal, the church and communal. Once I explain this 

breakdown I started to share my data with them. 

As we looked at the subject of reconciliation and brought the individuals interviewed 

together I explained that the family unit was the highest valued attribute. This characteristic was 

the most influential value of the people that were a part of this project. Also, it was not surprising 

for the interviewees to find out that marriages were a close second. It was interesting that most of 

the persons interviewed saw marriage relationships as a separate issue from the family 

relationship. However, many of the people interviewed were not married. Consequently, this idea 

of separateness makes sense.  
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As a side note I told them that only three people mentioned their church as a support and 

that only two people mentioned God as an influencing factor. As a pastor, I was very shocked 

and set back by this information. It is something I would not have guessed as a dynamic.   It is 

particularly interesting since the people interviewed are people who are very involved in their 

church and have held many important offices and positions within their congregations. This by 

no means is a value judgment, but just an interesting side note.  

At a town level most agreed that Whirlpool plays a major role in the welfare of both of 

the towns. Whirlpool helped to employ and fund the people’s recreational venture in the area. 

Everyone mentioned that without Whirlpool in the community that the quality of life would drop 

drastically. While other companies have come and gone, Whirlpool has remained committed to 

the people in Benton Harbor and St. Joseph.   

Looking at the towns from a recreational standpoint, Lake Michigan stands out as a 

natural recourse that is not paralleled by any. That is why so many people are upset about the 

building of the Harbor Shores golf course. There was mixed feelings about the golf course, but 

everyone felt and knew the value of Lake Michigan and the economic factors it has produced 

over the years. 

One important detail that needs to be mentioned is that although much information was 

received during the interviews, there seemed to be as much unstructured data given after the 

interviews were formally finished. I wanted to include this data in my analysis because I felt it 

was as valuable to me as the structured portions of my thesis. I kept field notes and was able to 

reflect on those notes both directly after the interviews and now as I look back on these 

dialogues.   
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Reshaping these stories and seeing how they might fit into a bigger picture is not going to 

be a stress-free task. The next chapter will be a personal reflection and a retelling of these stories 

which I hope will provide grist for action. I hope it will provide an inspiration for presenting this 

newly found information to the people of Benton Harbor and St. Joseph as an impetus to create a 

new future. 
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Retelling the Story of the Two Cities 

 

 I believe that it would be safe to say that this part of the story started over three and a half 

years ago or maybe even during my first few years in ministry. It is also important to say that this 

story is one being shared by an outsider of Benton Harbor and a new citizen of St. Joseph. I 

believe the struggles I am truly talking about started many years ago, maybe as far back as the 

telling of the story of Cain and Abel. The conflicts communicated in this section and in the entire 

thesis are ones that have been around almost since creation began. As stated in the Bible, “What 

has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will be done; and there is nothing new 

under the sun. Is there a thing of which it is said, ‘See, this is new’?”93 Even though we may 

fight some old battles, I believe that it is worth revisiting them and looking for a new established 

hope.  

Someone asked me if I thought there would be a time that reconciliation could take place 

in my life time and I responded, “As long as there are differences in people’s lives, reconciliation 

will always be something needed in our communities and in our lives as we scuffle around the 

planet as humans, so I do not think there will ever be this harmonious paradise in this world.” 

There may not be a total healing of the nations in my lifetime, but I am certainly up for the world 

to get as close to reconciliation as it possibly can.  

 As a foreigner in a strange land I share my reflections.  This story is how I see the towns 

of Benton Harbor and St. Joseph in their current day settings. I know the role I play living in St. 

Joseph and being a Caucasian male of fifty-four years brings its own privileges, but this should 
                                                

93 The Revised Standard Version, (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1971), Ecclesiastes 

1:9–10. 



87 

 

not take away from the experience of my last three and a half years living here in this region. In 

this story I will not be trying to make dictates, but I would like to share how I see the 

communities struggling and trying to make sense of this entity called life.  

Maybe it is good that I have only been serving my current church for a short period of 

time. I think being a new pastor and professional has had its advantages over the last couple of 

years.  I do not feel that I currently have enough vested in these communities to get involved as 

anything but a student and a fellow traveler.  

 As I started accumulating my research materials on the histories of Benton Harbor and St. 

Joseph I established that there were four main topics that seem to cause the divisions that exist 

between the two communities. I still contend that these concerns are at the forefront of the 

anxieties within and between these two cities. As a reminder let us take another glance back to 

the concerns mentioned at the beginning of my thesis, which are racial tension, the economy, the 

educational systems and political diversity. During the interviewing process the citizens and their 

firsthand accounts made these issues come alive to me. Furthermore, the people in the county 

were given names and faces, which made them personal and much more familiar. The people I 

interviewed thought that these four concerns seemed to have validity and authority as witnessed 

by them in their lives and in their respective towns.  

 The best way to approach these subjects would be to address them individually. The 

concerns I have identified do seem intertwined, but they still seem to have some character within 

their own spheres.  Consequently, there may be a bit of overshadowing as these influences are 

discussed.  
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 The racial tension seemed to be more apparent and significant as I talked to people from 

Benton Harbor and heard about their opinions on the matters of divisions between the two towns. 

It seemed to be an issue that most people did not want to talk about, but when asked they had 

very strong opinions and almost always got animated and a little nervous.  When I talked to the 

interviewees from Benton Harbor they seemed to feel like the people from St. Joseph almost 

never addressed the racial tensions.  On the other hand, some of the people from St. Joseph 

wanted to act as if everything was fine and racial tension was never present, which pretty much 

proves the point for the people from Benton Harbor. I think the people from St. Joseph cared, but 

really had little idea of what they could do to change the situation. 

These racial tensions sometimes made it hard for me to address the people from Benton 

Harbor. When you come from such polar opposites it makes it very rough to get a foothold to 

start to build trust and eliminate any sort of fear. I was very pleased that once some time had 

passed some trust was established. Initially, discussing these tensions and trying to dig deeper 

was not something that appeared to be welcomed. It seemed as if the people from Benton Harbor 

felt I would not understand their plight. Also, I realized that I did not know these people well, 

and the depths of conversation I would likely have were not going to be addressed at this level 

and would take much more time and require a level of trust that I had yet to gain. 

 Racism is not going to be totally reconciled by me or a group of church members, but it 

would be nice to break down a wall or two. I believe it is something we are called to do as 

Christians. Because we are called to bring about change, what better place for this to happen, 

than within two congregations of believers. It seems to me to be the perfect place especially as 

we talk about similarities within our cultures. So, just maybe we can find a few seeds of 
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reconciliation along the way. I know we will not find them if we do not look, so I am simply 

trying to look with a few new friends. As I write this, we just celebrated Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Day. I am sure Rev. King would say that a sermon, speech or the education of the people has 

value. It may not bring instantaneous results, but you have to prepare and educate people for 

“new creation” to emerge. In short, you simply have to start somewhere. 

 One person mentioned to me that they would really like to get involved more with church 

groups from across the river, but felt like the worship styles were very different. They did not 

want to have to do something in worship that would make them feel uncomfortable. They 

realized that they faith statements were not always going to be ones that were comfortable and 

convenient. They knew that worship or breaking bread together would be a great start to 

something bigger than themselves, but still felt uneasy. They shared a time when they had gone 

to a different type of worship and said they truly felt out of place.  The same person also stated 

that it might be easier to handle if the initial worship setting took place at their church first. They 

knew that was going to be a bit harder for the other people, but said, it might help any transition 

to go smoothly. Finally, they said that everyone tends to have some stressors when it comes to 

their comfort levels. 

 In today’s world one of the things that many people agree on is their level of discomfort 

when it comes to financial issues these days. One concern that seems to be at the forefront of 

thought in Berrien County is the recession. If you turn on the news today you can find a lot of the 

same pressures and issues that affect the cities of St. Joseph and Benton Harbor in the fiscal 

world and beyond. Every day we hear how the economy is troubling almost everyone in the 
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United States. Although Benton Harbor has been hit harder by the economic stressors than St. 

Joseph, there still tends to be a little more grace offered to each other during this time. 

 A lady from Benton Harbor shared how things were when she was growing up in the 

area. She mentioned that they were not great, but she worked very hard in her life and her 

situation got much better. She was able to rise above her situation and gain some ground in that 

part of her life. She stated that she was very poor growing up, but now she could say she was 

solidly living in the middle class of American people. The problem then lies with the future of 

her children and her children’s children. She was concerned that the future did not hold any way 

for her family to stay in this social status she helped accomplish for her family. During her 

working life there were plenty of jobs to pick from, but now there are few, and most of them are 

not able to provide a good living for her children. In her day she was able to get ahead by 

working hard, but now even hard work would not achieve the results needed to help her family. 

 It might be important to revisit the Census of 2000 where we see Benton Harbor’s 

average income as $17,471 and St. Joseph’s as $37,032.94  These facts cannot be swept under the 

rug, but are realities that need to be recognized. Although it is true that most persons interviewed 

experienced upward mobility during their lifespans, it was also shared that they were all 

concerned for the futures of younger family members and others they cared about because they 

wanted them to have a prosperous future. In short, financial crisis is a shared reality and is 

common in some part to both towns. Again, I am not so disconnected as to not realize that there 

is more of a fiscal advantage in St. Joseph than Benton Harbor, but the economic anxiety is still 

common to some degree. However, it is important not to underestimate the probable sense of the 

                                                
94 U.S. Census, 2000. 
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African American community that they will suffer the ill effects of the downturn 

disproportionately, which they probably would not actually verbalize to a white interviewer. 

 Because of the differences in their financial bases, the educational systems lack equality 

between the two towns. Here is my case in point of two theoretical issues being interconnected. 

It is impossible to have impartiality without fairness in the educational system, and you cannot 

have equality without economic balance.  

One significant effect is the inequality of school enrollment plans. Educational systems in 

the area have open enrollment in which students can choose where they would like to attend 

school within a controlled framework of rules.  If you meet the school’s criteria, you can 

establish enrollment in that school system. This year 1,312 students left the Benton Harbor 

school system to go elsewhere, while the number of students leaving the St. Joseph school 

system was only 90. Another alarming statistic is that St. Joseph had 255 students enter their 

enrollment, while Benton Harbor had only 7 students who entered their school system.95 The net 

effect is a huge imbalance of per pupil state aid between the two communities. These are 

daunting statistics that reflect how drastic and disproportionate the school systems are from each 

other. How will trust ever be realized within the extremely different systems that exist between 

the towns? Until equality of education is recognized, all else will fall short of any sort of social 

wholeness. 

When the interviewees from both Benton Harbor and St. Joseph were asked the same 

initial questions during the individual interviews they responded very clearly and precisely that 

                                                
95 Ralph Heibutzski, "RESA Data for Preliminary Schools Choice." Benton Spirit, 18 November 2010: 4. 
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there were tensions and they tended to be focused around the areas of economic hardships and 

race.  In the group setting the answers to the questions changed slightly. The responses seemed to 

be a bit more subdued and the people seemed to hold back from being as direct as they once had 

been. My assumption is that everyone in the group setting wanted to be careful as not to hurt the 

feeling of the other members of the group in this type of open setting. Furthermore, they agreed 

that the school systems were not equal and that advantages were given to students in St. Joseph 

that were not offered to the students in Benton Harbor. The people from Benton Harbor 

mentioned that that it would be nice to have help, but not given to them without commitment 

from those in need. They told me the proverb about teaching a person to fish so that they could 

care for themselves in the future to make the point that giving them something with no end in 

sight was more harmful than helpful. Both St. Joseph and Benton Harbor members felt that help 

was needed in the areas mentioned above, but helping and being able to let people keep their 

dignity intact should both be a priority. I felt they were saying that help is great, but if people are 

given help in a manner that makes them feel condescended to, then it would not be helpful but 

hurtful. 

How do most of these concerns change? Often impetus for change in these types of issues 

comes from our political system. So, barriers within our political system are another way in 

which obstacles can keep us from coming together and championing change that could reduce 

conflictual discourse. Fear and mistrust tend to be the dominant feelings within the communities 

of Benton Harbor and St. Joseph. If this is true, how can we find a bipartisan political agenda 

that will be one that all could agree upon? The word bipartisan at its root means agreement or 

cooperation. So, where do we find this in an area where fear and mistrust seem to reign? 
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The differences that exist between Benton Harbor and St. Joseph tend to be even more 

apparent in the political system. When asked, the interviewees from Union Memorial A.M.E. in 

Benton Harbor felt like they needed help with educational systems and economic hardships.  

While those from St. Joseph might agree upon the economic agenda, they felt pretty comfortable 

with the educational system. In short, there seemed to be vastly different agendas that emerged 

between the two cities. In addition, the people from St. Joseph tend to be more Republican in 

their political persuasion, while the people from Benton Harbor tend to be from the Democratic 

point of view. Furthermore, most of the people interviewed have come to believe that changing a 

political system or some of the ways that political system works is next to impossible. 

In Benton Harbor, especially around African Americans, having an African American 

President is one of the most pivotal events of their lifetimes. During the interview process one 

person mentioned to me with a great deal of pride how happy they were to have Barack Obama 

as a president. They felt their lives could change a great deal for the better. Their childhood 

dream of having an African American in any position, let alone president had been realized. This 

historic event in America give them hope and restored a sense of pride they felt had been 

tarnished over the years. Subsequently, this event alone restored hope that was almost lost, and 

renewed hope that change is possible even between these conflicted cities.  

 I need to take a step backwards for a moment from the four main topics and share how 

the interviewees and I came together for a night of rehashing the initial questions and of 

reflection. One part of the evening I did not mention in the previous chapter was when I 

reintroduced one of my initial questions with the combined group. I wanted to see if we would 

have a little different conclusion or outcome if we shared our thoughts as a group. Also, I wanted 
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to talk with them about possibilities for the future as Christians who are struggling to maintain 

community. Would there be a drastic difference now that the interviewees were talking face-to-

face with their neighbors? 

The specific set of questions I wanted to review was section # 8, “What about your 

neighboring community? (St. Joseph/Benton Harbor) Are there divisions or conflicts between the 

cities? If yes, what seems to be the root causes? Do you have any ideas on how these concerns 

could be addressed? Would you personally be interested in reconciling these concerns? Why or 

why not? If there were a church group interested in helping reconcile these concerns would you 

join?”  When asked question eight again, along with some other questions, interviewees gave a 

variety of responses that were outside of the realm of my initial data.   

The setting and the people being all together in one place did seem to have a different 

influence on the interviewees and their responses. When asked the questions about division and 

conflict among neighbors while in a group, people got a little touchy. The people looked at one 

another and spent a little more time thinking about their answers and gauging the temperature of 

the gathering. After a little thought, people felt as if they needed and wanted to move ahead and 

engage and answer the question again, but they looked a little apprehensive. After a little more 

time, the group engaged the question in a very positive manner. 

Both groups of people during the individual interviews mentioned that there were 

divisions between the two cities, but mostly their focus was the issue of socio-economic 

differences. When brought together in this group setting people seemed to address the issues a 

little more cautiously. Some felt as if there were educational discriminations and thought there 

had been a time when they were addressed without success. You must appreciate that many 
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people from each city never go across the river unless there is good reason. But their reasons are 

much different. The people from Benton Harbor feel that when they cross the river there is social 

profiling that they would like to avoid at all costs. People from St. Joseph are afraid of crime. 

Both groups fear racial tensions. No matter how hard anyone tries to bring wholeness to Benton 

Harbor and St. Joseph, there will always be some degree of tension. As I mentioned numerous 

times in my thesis, “there will never be a perfect world with total harmony.” I believe that some 

forward motion was made between the congregations, which give us a glimmer of light. 

The Future: Seeds of Reconciliation 

When both sets of interviewees were asked about helping to solve the concerns of racial 

tensions and about coming together as the people of faith with ideas they might have, I felt like a 

teacher asking for a response from the class with everyone just looking down at the ground and 

hoping I would not pick them for an answer. With all of the social concerns in the world I can 

see how people are very tired and they just want a break from all the pressures that hold them 

down. I had the impression that they just felt as if the problems and issues were beyond their 

control. I connect this to how I felt when I first entered Western as a doctoral student trying to 

find a way to connect with the cities of Benton Harbor and St. Joseph and feeling overwhelmed 

by the task. No one wants to live with this level of division, but it is like that old worn-out shoe 

we wear; it is something we are used to wearing and it is strangely comfortable. 

One thought-provoking reflection that everyone mentioned in the interviewing process 

was that they would be more interested in and feel better connected to a group working toward 

reconciliation if it had a spiritual or a church-related base. They felt that a church group or a 

group of churches working together would be much more appealing and possibly provide a better 
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base to work from. There were even a few smiles when this was mentioned in the common group 

meeting. After spending time with each other I think that some of the defensiveness had 

dissipated and people felt more peaceful. It seemed as if everyone knew that their calling to faith 

superseded that of the world. And with God’s help it might someday come to fruition. A couple 

of people mentioned ways in which they were trying to help and ways that they had tried in the 

past. Overall, however, there just seemed to be a heaviness that surrounded the people from the 

group because both congregations had tried to make changes in the past only to find out that it 

was a very stressful and daunting task. 

It was at this time that I opened the floor for possibilities. Zion church members from St. 

Joseph felt that it might be a good thing if they tried to reconnect with Rev. Jim Atterbury’s 

church (The Brotherhood Church of God in Christ from Benton Harbor) once again, because 

there was an already established relationship. These congregations had come together back in 

2000 when the book The Other Side of the River was first gaining notoriety in the area. They 

expressed that their past meeting held some fond memories and some previously recognized 

foundations might be a familiar place to begin. This does not mean that they were not interested 

in new relationships, but they felt that they would be blessed by taking another look at this 

venture from the past.  

One of the representatives from Union Memorial A.M.E. in Benton Harbor mentioned 

already established connections with churches in the area, notably Stevensville United Methodist 

Church and The Chapel from St. Joseph. This person said how great it would be if we took 

Union Memorial, Zion U.C.C., Stevensville UMC, The Chapel and The Brotherhood Church of 

God in Christ and combined the efforts and the numbers for ministry together. Instead of just a 
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couple of churches, there would be five churches working together and many more people would 

be blessed. 

Everyone at this gathering agreed that this was a great idea. It was also mentioned that 

the Gospel is about building relationships and strengthening the “Body of Christ,” and that as we 

build relationships, the work and ministry of all churches would flourish and accomplish the 

Gospel in an amazing and dynamic way. This is the very reason why I chose to bring people 

together to work on relationship building and becoming aware of our similarities. It would 

appear that if you put a face and a name with a person it might break down some of the barriers 

and prejudices that hinder good communication.  

In this same manner one of the members of Union Memorial in Benton Harbor said that 

they would get involved in whatever they could do to promote faith and unity. I believe this to be 

a pivotal moment in the night’s events. It does not take one thousand people to change the world. 

What it takes is one idea and a relationship. It is nice to have the support of thousands, but we 

have all been affected and transformed by a teacher, coach, pastor or friend, which in turn 

changed our world.  Every large congregation started with a few people.  Every great idea started 

with a spark. And a passionate leader and twelve people with an idea and a whole lot of passion 

changed the life of every Christian.  

  After the meeting was concluded I found out that some of the people from the Zion 

church had felt a little frightened by driving over to Benton Harbor for our meeting, especially 

going to a new place. This is one of the reasons I had arrived early; I had felt some 

apprehensions at my request that people go out of their comfort zones. Furthermore, this was 

why I believed Dr. Carson’s presence would be of great value. Dr. Carson, senior pastor of 
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Union Memorial, has a way of neutralizing tough situations and helping people to be relaxed. No 

discomforting feelings with the Union Memorial people were explicitly communicated to me that 

night, but I would be truly clueless if I were to think that they did not feel some distress or seem 

a little bit uncomfortable. 

With a look to the future I had an idea that at my graduation there might be opportunity to 

include both congregations in the ceremony, which will take place at the Zion church in St. 

Joseph. This might be a nonthreatening way to bring the people together and to share a time of 

worship and friendship and closeness. Rev. Carson has already accepted the invitation to preach. 

Also, his wife Catherine will be blessing us with her gift of song. Hopefully, there will be other 

ways to come together at this event and in the future.  

I never thought this venture would be a stress-free event, so I was alright with a little 

tenseness as I tried to find my way towards future possibilities. I cannot say things went as 

expected, but as I mentioned I tried not to set many expectations so that I could try and see where 

things might end up on their own. Based on the ideas shared, I do believe that with a little 

creativity there could be opportunities explored that might produce a harvest and a crop that 

would be centered in reconciliation. 

Even as I close this portion of the project, I feel that things are only beginning for me. I 

now have a core to build from so far as networking and new relationships are involved. Currently 

there are not specific meetings lined up for the future of the two congregations, but I have 

attended a few church services and have been in connection with many of the people that were 

interviewed. I have been invited to youth events in Benton Harbor and have established new 
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relationships, which I hope we flourish with time. I firmly believe that there will be a coming 

together of the congregations. 

As thoughts remain fresh in my heart and mind I will personally need to move on these 

newly founded ideas and hopes. I must stay an active leader within the already established 

framework and keep the people connected to this project and the possibilities of reunion. Others, 

who have heard about what I was trying to do with the two congregations, felt like this might be 

an opportunity which they could be interested in joining. Word of mouth has been an important 

part of this project as a way of building trust and support in one another and the communities. I 

truly believe that these newly formed relationships will be the key to the future. 

As I continue to think about reconciliation between the congregations and cities of 

Benton Harbor and St. Joseph, it will also be important to learn from those who are currently 

engaged in ministries of reconciliation in other geographic areas.  As it has been said before, 

“Why reinvent the wheel?” If someone is doing something that is working, then why not take 

full advantage of learning from what they have done and are doing?  Why not encounter stories 

of hope and reconciliation in the ministries of other places that might encourage us in our 

location and give us visions to hope for in our own neighborhoods and churches?    

 The first place to begin this part of my journey will be Trinity United Church of Christ in 

Chicago. Trinity is one of the flagship congregations in my denomination. It is involved in many 

diverse ministries. Also, it is also the congregation that owns the title to First Congregational 

United Church of Christ in Benton Harbor, as mentioned earlier. Trinity has successfully planted 

churches and restarted churches in many different areas in the United States. Trinity itself has 

many different resources that enhances their ministry of reconciliation, such as a clearing house, 
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a media staff, apartment complexes, a credit union and last, but certainly not least, a very 

impressive staff of over 120 people. Consequently, my already established relationship with 

Trinity would be a great launching off point for direction and education.  Because Trinity is a 

United Church of Christ congregation, this might be a logical place to bring some of my leaders 

and help them to start envisioning new relationships in a non-threatening environment. 

 Furthermore, I would like to explore the avenues of learning I could receive from a 

congregation such as Lawndale Community Church, which is located in Chicago. At the 

Lawndale Community Church they reach out into the community with vital programs such as 

Philippian Ministry, which is a program to help children who have either a mother or a father 

who is incarcerated; it help these children with any need they may have, but especially focuses 

on the spiritual, material, emotional, social and educational areas of life.  Another ministry of the 

Lawndale Church is its after school program, which helps children with homework assistance, 

spiritual development, gymnastics, art classes and computer classes. Circle Urban Ministries they 

have equally amazing ministries.  One of the biggest supporters of Circle Urban Ministries is 

Rock of Our Savior Church. This congregation helps Circle Urban Ministries achieve their goals 

by partnering with and spiritually supporting the community.  Like the Lawndale church, this 

congregation is located in Chicago. Both of these congregations are on the cutting edge of 

ministry in an urban setting. 

These congregations have already rooted themselves in reconciliation ministries that 

could help my congregation and me. These congregations could get involved in ministries that 

would enhance our ministry of reconciliation in its beginning stages as we try and work together. 

Hearing the stories of these already established congregations would encourage hope and give 
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breadth to the ministries that we could engage in our future at Zion U.C.C.. Reaching out to other 

congregations would also help me as I tried to get the people in my congregation excited about 

reaching out to the world in very passionate and creative ways around the issues of 

reconciliation. With years of experience and many stories of pain and hope, Trinity, Lawndale 

and Circle Urban Ministries would be very valuable places to learn from as I continue this 

journey. 

 In the next few months and years to come the possibilities of learning and continued 

growth in the area of reconciliation are innumerable.  Another source to draw from is the faculty 

and staff of Western Theological Seminary. The continuing education events and other 

opportunities will help me to keep my ministerial edge sharpen. The study of reconciliation and 

the practice thereof will always be an evolving journey, which will require me to stay focused 

and be well-read in this arena if I am to be a faithful pastor. Academic and practical education 

will always be a well to drink from in the future.  

Summary: Lessons Learned from the Story 

 

 This portion of the thesis will discuss beginnings and not conclusions.  There really is no 

way to totally summarize this data and tie it all up into neat little bundles of information. It is 

impossible to do this with concepts involving reconciliation. One person cannot bring about 

reconciliation, because reconciliation in its very definition is about bringing two of more parties 

together. Furthermore, as was stated earlier in my thesis, God has to be in the beginnings and in 

the center of the process reconciliation for it to transpire. Now that does not mean I will not have 
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some thoughts and insights as to the future and how it plays out, but conclusions and 

summarization seem a bit irresponsible as far as the subject of reconciliation is concerned.    

 The project has helped me to grow in various ways. As I see the process involved in 

Narrative Inquiry it seems to be a method of personal and communal growth, but perhaps more 

personal than communal. The greatest benefit of this project has been for my own growth as a 

researcher and pastor. I see this path much like that of a person taking Clinical Pastoral 

Education. It is like starting on an expedition thinking you are going to help people and then 

finding out you are the one being helped. I would like to say that I saw major changes in the 

behaviors and prejudices of the people that were a part of my project, but as Mahatma Gandhi 

said, “You must be the change you want to see in the world.” So, the project changed me, which 

seems to be an extremely beneficial response as I do ministry.   

 This process has been one of passion and friendship. I have felt directed from the 

beginning stages of my life in Michigan to reach out to the people of St. Joseph and Benton 

Harbor. But, if it is true that “reconciliation is God’s gift to the world”96 and that it must also be 

directed from God, then I need to step back and look for an opening and a leading from God. I 

am sure I have at times been trying to will things to happen, which never works.  When I have 

passion for something I tend to be a little overzealous and try to rush things, but as I learn to step 

back and not get in the way of God, things began to happen. 

Even if God ultimately wants us to be reconciled, it does not mean that this is the time 

and the place for it to happen. My grandfather used to say, “It’s all in the timing.” And when the 

timing is off it is hard for me to step back and take another look at things. I remember seeing a 

                                                
96 Katongole and Rice, Reconciling All Things: A Christian Vision for Justice, Peace and Healing, 2010, 

147. 
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cartoon once that had a stagecoach wagon with square wheels on it, then the next caption was the 

same wagon with round wheels and a sail attached to the top of the wagon. There was a man 

riding in the wagon with a smile on his face. I think it is time to wait on the wagon with round 

wheels and a sail before I move to the next step.  

I do not believe I am supposed to stand back and do nothing, but I think I need to be more 

aware of what is going on around me. I believe that I have formed friendships and connected to 

people in ways that never seemed possible. The networking and the social contacts have been a 

central theme and a vital part of this project. Dr. Carson, the interviewees, and many others have 

given this project great worth and legitimacy. My dreams and the project could never have 

happened without the leading of the Holy Spirit and Dr. Carson’s continued support and 

instruction.  He helped me to navigate and at times circumvent some difficult waters. This 

relationship alone was worth the time and energy put into my thesis and project. 

This morning I received a phone call from one of the interviewees inviting me to one of 

their church events. During our conversation they asked about my thesis and how it was coming 

and suggested that we needed to get together and follow through with some of the things we had 

talked about earlier during our meeting. They also communicated about a Gospel concert that my 

congregation had helped with and wondered when the next concert would be and some of the 

particulars of this event. This is the very thing I wanted to happen during my project: I hoped 

that walls would start to crumble and new friendships would blossom. This conversation was 

evidence that this is happening and more opportunities are possible in the future. 

I believe relationships were established through this project and that this was a 

measurable response in my thesis. I met my goals of instituting new relationships and watching 

these relationships bloom. By this measure, my project was very successful. Before this project I 
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had little to no contact with my neighbors. Now I feel I have a place to start and build upon as I 

certainly look to the future of St. Joseph and Benton Harbor with a great deal of hope and 

passion. 

In 2 Corinthians 5:17-18 we are encouraged to be reconciled to God through Christ, 

which then in turn leads us to the ministry of reconciliation. Through this project I was reminded 

that there are two parts to this story, and the order in which they are presented is very important. 

This first portion is about God and how God uses Christ to bring about reconciliation. The 

brokenness of the world has been overcome by the life, death, resurrection and ascension of 

Jesus Christ. Through these events we are reconciled to God through Christ, in whom all people, 

cultures and ethnicities are reconciled. The next part is about how this transformation brings 

about change in the world and in people’s lives. Before we can enter into reconciliation, God 

must act first. In our world we want to act on our own, but reconciliation is God’s gift to the 

world. The gift of reconciliation is not about the struggling of humans, but about a gift that God 

very much wants us to accept. It is simply a gift that opens up opportunities for more gifts that 

God will offer to us in the future.97  

One of these gifts is that of being ambassadors for Christ (2 Corinthians 5:20). In 

Reconciling All Things, Emmanuel Katongole and Chris Rice explain it this way: 

This story is about both the interior and the exterior, contemplation and 
action, sanctuary and streets, heart and body, worship and activism, theory 
and practice, desires and politics, praying and prophesying, church and 
world.98 

 

                                                
97 Rice and Katongole, 43-44.    
98 Ibid, 44. 
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In short, this gift of reconciliation is something that we cannot keep to ourselves, it must be 

given as freely as it was given to us. It is such an amazing gift that we cannot help but become 

ambassadors on God’s behalf. This gift, like many from God, is a way of offering hope to the 

world, which is in great need of hope. Katongole and Rice sum this up in this manner: 

The story begins with the gift of God’s Son coming into the world and 
ends with Jesus’ resurrection and ascension into heaven. The Gospel story 
begins and ends in the hope of incarnation and resurrection. Without this 
larger vision of hope, we perish.99 

 

The gifts of reconciliation and hope go hand-in-hand as gifts that God offers us and we offer to 

the world. The thing that we must recall is that we cannot rush into this ministry of reconciliation 

without making time to “remember” the past. We need to take time to lament the past 

brokenness, which then will lead to a truer and more genuine way of hope. To do anything less 

takes away from the experience.100 

 In a chapter titled “The Ephesian Moment,” Andrew Walls explores these concepts in 

significant ways.  Walls explains to us that, “even now whether we are living in the last days or 

in the days of the early church” the process of redemption should be active and alive in the life of 

every Christian.101 Walls explains this in more detail in the following passage: 

The same principles must surely apply to the millennia that have ensued since the 
letter to the Hebrews was written. “They”—the addressees of the letter from 
whom Abraham is waiting—have not yet “been made perfect,” because they are 

                                                
99 Ibid, 95. 
100 Ibid, 95-96 
101 Walls, Andrew F., “The Ephesians Moment,” The Cross-Cultural Process in Christian History 

(MaryKnoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2002), p. 1.  
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waiting for us, for the later generations of faith. Abraham is waiting for us, as for 
them.102  

 

It is like this very complex puzzle that cannot be completed until all of the pieces are in place. 

Reconciliation, much like Christianity, will never be totally completed until the return of Christ, 

but while here on earth we are to move towards reconciliation and wholeness. As we are 

reminded by Walls, “[Conversion], we must constantly remind ourselves, is about turning what 

is already there; it is more about direction than about content.”103 All that we are and all that we 

do needs to be constantly moving in the direction of Christ and the work of Christ, which centers 

and flows around reconciliation and the works thereof.104 

 Mark Gornik argues in To Live in Peace that: 

Reconciliation depends not on ignoring historic and present injustices but on 
confronting them through the practices of repentance, forgiveness, and 
renunciation of status. The reconciliation of people in the church will come about 
only when new social, economic, and gender patterns that reflect God’s 
alternative community are intentionally worked toward with full awareness of the 
complexity of the challenge.105 

 

This journey is much like that of the African Americans who moved from the south to the north, 

in that it is a type of spiritual migration. Andrew Walls likens this experience to a biblical or 

modern day diaspora.106 These “challenges” help to make us the Christians we were created to 

                                                
102 Walls, Andrew F., “The Ephesians Moment,” p. 2. 
103 Ibid, p. 7  
104 Ibid. 
105 Gornik, Mark R., To Live in Peace: Biblical Faith and the Challenging Inner City, Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2002, 86. 
106 Walls, 9. 



107 

 

be. For reconciliation to have the slightest chance of coming to pass, we must always work 

towards these goals. As has been mentioned a few times over the course of this thesis, 

reconciliation will never be fully achieved in this world before the return of Jesus Christ, but it is 

our duty and our responsibility to try and move closer to being the fully reconciled daughters and 

sons of Christ by trying to receive and respond to God’s gift of reconciliation.  

As a Christian and pastor I have always felt called to bring people together. I truly do not 

care who the people are or where they come from; God simply calls to us to join together. Even 

more simply put, we are called into reconciliation with Christ and the world. It is not just my 

calling, but our calling. I would like to end my thesis with the lyrics of a gospel hymn by the 

pastor and composer Rev. Hezekiah Walker.  These lyrics share my heart and I believe the heart 

of God as we strive to be a “Body of Believers”: 

 

 “I Need You to Survive 

 

I need you, you need me.  

We're all a part of God's body.  

Stand with me, agree with me.  

We're all a part of God's body. 

It is his will that every need be supplied. 

You are important to me, I need you to survive. 

You are important to me, I need you to survive. 

 

I need you, you need me.  
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We're all a part of God's body.  

Stand with me, agree with me.  

We're all a part of God's body. 

It is his will that every need be supplied. 

You are important to me, I need you to survive. 

You are important to me, I need you to survive. 

 

I pray for you, you pray for me. 

I love you, I need you to survive. 

I won't harm you with words from my mouth. 

I love you, I need you to survive. 

 

It is his will, that every need be supplied.  

You are important to me, I need you to survive.107  

                                                
107 Walker, Hezekiah, “I Need You to Survive,” (Franklin, TN: Brentwood-Benson Music Publishers), 

2002. 
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Appendix One: Interview Questions 

 

Interview # 

Interviewee: 

Date & Time: 

Tape # 

Church: 

Location: 

1. What is your name? Where and when were you born? Where did you grow up? Where 

have you lived? What jobs have you had? What do you do for a living now? 

 

2. What are some of your childhood memories? What games did you play when you were a 

child? What kind of toys did you play with? What types of entertainment were there 

within your home? Was there storytelling? Music? Describe these traditions. 

 
3. Does your family have any special sayings or expressions? What are they? How did they 

come about? 

 
4. How are holidays traditionally celebrated in your family? What holidays are the most 

important? Are there special family traditions, customs, songs and foods? Has your 



115 

 

family created its own traditions and celebrations?  What are they? How did they come 

about? 

 
5. Describe the place-urban neighborhood, small town, rural community, suburb – where 

you grew up. What was it like? How has it changed over the years? What brought about 

those changes? What did people do for a living? What do they do now? Can you tell me 

about your local community now? What about your neighborhood?  What places stand 

out most in your mind and why? What are your neighbors like? What kinds of local 

gatherings or events are there? What stories and memories come to mind? What are four 

key events in your life that shaped who you are as a person? 

 
6. What community traditions are celebrated today? Church suppers? City events? How 

long have they been celebrated? How have they changed? Who is involved? Why are 

they important to the community? What is it like living in Benton Harbor/ St. Joseph? 

What are four key events that have shape the life of your city? 

 
7. How have historic events affected your family and community? For example, what are 

some of the experiences during WWII, the Civil rights era, current political concerns, 

current war and any other concerns? What about the history of your congregation, how 

was it shaped? What are four events that stand out in your mind that helped to define 

your congregation? 

 
8. What about your neighboring community? (St. Joseph/Benton Harbor) Are there 

divisions or conflicts between the cities? If yes, what seems to be the root causes? Do you 

have any ideas on how these concerns could be addressed? Would you personally be 
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interested in reconciling these concerns? Why or why not? If there were a church group 

interested in helping reconcile these concerns would you join? 

 
9. Do you have any questions of me?108 

                                                
108 Some of the questions used have been adapted from: Hunt, Marjorie,  The Smithsonian 

Folklore and Oral History Interviewing Guide, (Washington, D.C.: The Smithsonian Institute), 

2003. 
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Appendix Two: An Order of Learning Units 2008 – 2010 

Rev. Dan J. Smith 

Doctor of Ministry Degree 

1. Engaging the Community as Spiritual Leader  Rev. Dr. Matthew Floding 

(Rev. Dr. Floding is on staff at Western Theological Seminary)  

After the completion of this unit I have a working knowledge of the practices and styles of 

ministry in the Benton Harbor area. This unit has helped me to gain a base of support 

and a network of peers that will help me in the process of my continued practice of 

ministry in the setting of Benton Harbor. I am able to support my community and in the 

process start to show my congregation that there is greater value when we connect with 

others outside of ourselves. 

2. Theological and Political Struggle    Dr. Kristen Johnson 

(Dr. Johnson is on staff at Hope College)  

I am able to explain how theological and political differences can exist in a society, while 

they remain true to communal values. Also, I have a functional knowledge of how 

pluralism can be a valuable asset to a community that tends to give no value to this 

reality.  I have taken these abstract ideas and used them in Benton Harbor and St. Joseph 

as a way to help residents see that their plurality is something of great value.  I have 

gained a working knowledge of political and theological thought, which helps me to 

understand the political and spiritual system of Benton Harbor. 
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3. Sociology of the Urban Church    Rev. Dr. Michael Carson 

(Rev. Dr. Carson is the pastor of Union Memorial A.M.E. in Benton Harbor)  

This course examined what urban sociology is and how it impacts the church in the 

urban setting.  This course involved how variables such as class, gender, and issues 

impact the urban church.  Also, the course surveyed how issues such as racism, sexism, 

and ageism, work, family, “speak “to the theology of the urban church.  This course 

looked at how effective ministry is conducted in an urban setting juxtaposed to the rural 

and suburban, and urban settings.  This course discussed how current events, 

government, and economics speak to the life of the urban church.  

4. A Missiology for Benton Harbor and St. Joseph           Rev. Dr. George Hunsberger 

(Rev. Dr. Hunsberger is on staff at Western Theological Seminary) 

I was introduced to theories, thoughts, and receive a framework to help in the approach 

to being a more missional minded leader.  Furthermore, I am using my past work with 

Benton Harbor in which to find and plan ways to enter this city as a missional leader.  I 

am trying to create a clearer picture of who exactly are my neighbors, and how I can best 

serve them.  

5. The Rule for Receiving the Day    Rev. Gerald Toshalis 

(Rev. Toshalis is a Licensed Spiritual Director practicing in Middleville, Michigan.)  

I have been a pastor for over twenty years and I find at times my life is not always 

centered on God, because of this I have taken time through retreat, prayer, reading and 

journaling to help me to restore myself to a God centered lifestyle. This remains an 

ongoing priority. 
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Appendix Three: Curriculum Vitae 

REV. DR. DAN J. SMITH 
2904 Veronica Drive, St Joseph, Michigan 49085 | 269-277-2560 | mtso95@comcast.net 

EDUCATION 
Western Theological Seminary 
Doctor of Ministry 2011 

The Methodist Theological School in Ohio 
Master of Divinity 1995 

Children’s Hospital – Columbus Ohio 
Clinical Pastoral Education 1994 
One Unit 
 
Indiana University 
Bachelor of General Studies 1992 
Concentration: Behavioral Studies and Addictions Theories 

Indiana University 
Associate of General Studies 1991 
Concentration: Liberal Arts 
Certification: Alcohol and Drug Addiction Systems (36 hours) 

 

CAREER EXPERIENCE 

Zion Evangelical United Church of Christ, St Joseph Michigan 
Senior Pastor 2007 – Current 
Preaching, Pastoral Care, Administration, Teaching, Evangelism, Sacrament and, Visitation 
 
Grace United Methodist Church, Centre Hall, Pennsylvania 
Senior Pastor 2002 – 2007 
Preaching, Pastoral Care, Administration, Teaching, Evangelism, Sacrament and, Visitation 
 
Trinity United Methodist Church, Lewistown, Pennsylvania 
Senior Pastor 1998 – 2002 
Preaching, Pastoral Care, Administration, Teaching, Evangelism, Sacraments, Visitation, Liturgy  
& Youth Activities 
 
Catawissa Parish (Kulp & Mt Zion) United Methodist Churches, Catawissa, Pennsylvania 
Pastor 1995 – 1998 
Preaching, Pastoral Care, Administration, Teaching, Evangelism, Sacraments, Visitation, Liturgy  
& Youth Activities 
 
Claibourne United Methodist Church, Richwood, Ohio 
Pastor 1992 – 1995 
Preaching, Pastoral Care, Administration, Teaching, Evangelism, Sacraments, Visitation, Liturgy  
& Youth Activities 
 
Brownsville United Methodist Church, Brownsville, Indiana 
Pastor 1987 – 1992 
Preaching, Pastoral Care, Administration, Teaching, Evangelism, Sacraments, Visitation, Liturgy  
& Youth Activities 
 
Connersville Country Club: Connersville, Indiana 
Golf Professional Manager 1982 – 1985 
Business Administration, Accounting, Tournament Planning & Implementation, Lessons and 
 Supervision of Staff 
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Shillito’s Department Stores 
Assistant Buyer 1981 – 1982 
Buyer of Small Electric Appliances & Sportswear, Business Administration, Accounting and Supervision 
of Staff 
 
United States Army 
Infantry 1974 - 1975 
Honorable discharge 

CONSULTING EXPERIENCE 
Riverview Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) St Joseph, Michigan 
Consult – Church Health 2007 - 2008  
Purposefully Developed a Plan for Renewal and Wholeness for Church Membership  

Kalamazoo Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) Kalamazoo, Michigan 
Consult – Church Health 2007 - 2008 
Developed and Implemented a Plan for Conflict Resolution and Reconciliation of Church 
Membership  

PUBLICATIONS AND PAPERS 
Collison, Craig H. M.D. “Tattered Flesh Resilient Spirit” Coral Springs Florida. Lumina Press. 2005 
Editor and Spiritual Consult with Author 2005 

“The Voice of God.” The Upper Room: Daily Devotional. November – December 1995 
Author 1995 

MEMBERSHIPS 
Member - Institute of Logotherapy – Berkeley, California  
Charter Member: Kiwanis Club of Penns Valley Area, Pennsylvania. 

ORDINATION AND PASTORAL LICENSINSURE 

United Church of Christ – Ministerial Standing 2007 
Ordained Elder – Central Pennsylvania Conference of the United Methodist Church 1996 
Ordained Deacon - Central Pennsylvania Conference of the United Methodist Church 1995 
Local Pastor Licensed – South Indiana Conference of the United Methodist Church 1988 


