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Equity Lens on Preaching and Praying  

during the Derek Chauvin Trial and the season of Lent 

 
This is a document primarily designed for white-majority churches in our presbytery to sketch out 
some of the particular pitfalls we might wish to avoid when discussing issues around racism and 
policing. Our prayers and support are also with the majority-BIPOC churches in our presbytery as 
they navigate the complex emotional & spiritual trauma and healing needed in this time, 
acknowledging their own wisdom about what their context requires. 

 
The Derek Chauvin trial is expected to start jury selection on Monday March 8th and the verdict is 
expected in early April. Protests and other public actions from local movements are planned for 
the weekend before the trial begins, throughout the trial period, and at the decision. 

This timeline coincides with the second half of Lent, Holy Week, and Easter. There is a powerful 
invitation here from the Holy Spirit for majority-White churches to give solid attention to how the 
themes of Lent, Holy Week and Easter speak directly to these realities around systemic violence 
and death-dealing realities in our communities. Obviously, COVID and other issues particular to 
our context need space to “breathe” in this season as well, but finding a balance that brings 
forward the Gospel’s rich language about justice and wholeness is part of our call. 

Despite the incredible emotional weight of this time (particularly notable for our Black siblings) we 
should also look for the seeds of hope: organizations that have comes together to dream new 
dreams about policing and safety in our communities, new conversations that reckon with our 
history and begin to dream of a better future, and inspiration within the occasionally joy-filled 
resistance movements and uprisings that have occurred. 

 

Language Suggestions 

Some ways to nuance our language for more care-full conversations. 

“a few bad apples” – this type of language implies this is an isolated issue of a few “bad” police 
officers rather than a system that doesn’t provide accountability for excessive violence. We can 
agree that policing is a hard job...and that accountability matters in the same way that it should 
for other hard jobs: doctors, pastors, etc. 

Better options: focus on accountability, sharing the work and coming up with better 
solutions. Healthier standards for engagement with the community and the work.  

“peaceful/nonviolent protest” – Try not to overuse or overemphasize this theme, as it implies that 
the only acceptable/worthy way to protest is “peaceful” (e.g. quiet, no issues of any sort). This 
ignores the complexity behind movements, and how they are quickly blamed for the actions of a 
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few or protesters are mistreated, arrested, pepper sprayed, etc. by police to “quell violence” that 
hasn’t even happened. 

Better options: You don’t need to qualify the word protesters most of the time, unless you 
are pointedly contrasting the peaceful protesters with the heavy-handed tactics of 
police/”riot” response teams. But this is also true: even people who are not 100% 
“peaceful” (but not carrying loaded weapons or actively trying to do violence to other 
people as was happening at the capitol insurrection) do not deserve to be mistreated. You 
can also use the language of “uprising” -- particularly in reference to June 2020. 

“mobs, riots” – You’ll want to actively avoid this language when discussing protesters against 
police violence and systemic injustice. As we discussed in the document about the insurrection, 
we need to think about power dynamics when it comes to mass actions (are these actually 
oppressed groups, or just groups with feelings of resentment or anger?), and we need to be 
thoughtful about the power of our own language as well. Avoid any words that have a negative, 
judgmental tone like this. 

Better language: protesters, movements, civil disobedience, prophetic action, social action 

“Blacks” – It may go without saying, but, though this term is not a slur, this term is no longer 
perceived as very respectful when said by people who are not a part of the Black community. 
Language changes over time, and this language is just generally not preferred.  

Better language: It’s overall more accepted to say “Black people” or “the Black 
community.” It’s also generally okay to talk about “Black bodies” specifically when talking 
about physical violence perpetrated against them, and “Black lives.” You can interchange 
the term “Black” with “African-American” at times, but this whole movement began with 
the phrase “Black Lives Matter” and we should respect that with our language. Please 
capitalize the “B” in Black when referring to people. Also, this may also feel obvious, but if 
you are not Black, the N-word should never be spoken or written by you, even in a 
quotation. There is a lot of debate about the power of such language in the Black 
community, so while this definitely isn’t a “consensus” decree, it avoids harming those in 
the Black community who would find hearing this term from a non-Black voice to be 
violent or offensive. 

How we move toward better conversations  

Start with the gospel. Always. 

With good intentions, we often simply forget to frame these conversations as faithful, Christian 
conversations, not just “political” or cultural ones. There is nothing more powerful than the 
reminder that Jesus was a brown-skinned cultural “outsider” in occupied land, speaking truth to 
power.  

 

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/not-accident-false-thug-narratives-have-long-been-used-discredit-n1240509
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/not-accident-false-thug-narratives-have-long-been-used-discredit-n1240509
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Use Lent and Easter themes with prophetic boldness and pastoral thoughtfulness.  

Holy Week and Lenten themes that take on a whole new weight and energy when seen in the 
context of this trial, and that is just as important as thinking about Lent and Easter in the context 
of COVID. See the end of this document for themes for preaching and praying in this season. 

Remember your context 

Engage who is actually present – you may not have any BIPOC folks in your congregation. You may 
live in a smaller town or suburb where there is very little diversity and/or very clear resistance to 
the issue of police accountability. There’s still plenty to talk about. Try to start with activating 
people’s compassionate imagination and empathy, perhaps with themes along the lines of:  

● How might we listen to and learn from what the communities in the Twin Cities area are 
talking about with humility? 

● How can we look to our own issues around race instead of playing referee for issues not 
directly in our own context? Every community has some work to do around race and 
racism; owning our history and grappling with our present challenges is a way to live 
faithfully as a Christian.  

● Can we be curious about what’s being said about power, control, and systems that hurt 
people? What are corollaries for this in our own context, or in the Bible? 

● How can we respect those directly affected by police violence as experts on their own 
experiences and needs? 

 

Avoid creating purity or respectability narratives in your congregation around 
movements for justice 

The Black community in Minnesota is diverse and multi-vocal, and so is the movement community 
for Black lives. There are two key pitfalls that white-majority Christian spaces can fall into: 

Respectability narratives: imply that there is something that the Black community and other 
people of color harassed by the police could “do” to avoid harassment or violence, or imply 
that “nonviolent” protest is the only form of protest that deserves any acknowledgment, 
support, or respect. These subtle (and not-so-subtle) messages damage our capacity to 
understand that we follow a God who offers unconditional support for our basic human 
needs for dignity, love, and shelter/food, and understands the creative nature of anger when 
it comes to injustice (c.f. the Psalms).  

Purity narratives tend to show up in more progressive spaces where the values of 
perfectionism, performance, and purity tend to seek out the “best” answers or the “best” 
organizations and opinions. But movements have many voices and do not always agree. Anti-
racist action isn’t about searching for the purest and most perfect platforms but looking for 
similar core values and places where we feel called to get involved. We can also support 
more than one org at the same time even if their goals are different!  

https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/08/how-anger-can-build-better-world/615625/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/08/how-anger-can-build-better-world/615625/
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Combine strategy with prayerful boldness  

White leaders can often fall into two traps when preaching and talking about race in church:  

● preaching “at” people without moving them forward or simply causing them to stop 
listening altogether (boldness but weak strategy) 

● Vaguely talking about justice and a desire for peace out of fear of pushback (too 
“strategic” with not enough boldness) 

So perhaps think about what new thing YOU are being pushed toward in this time, and how you 
can bring an aspect of this to your congregation. They may be in a different place in their own 
engagement with the issues, but starting with your own inspiration is always the best place to 
bring a fresh, bold word alongside the Gospel’s witness. 

Understand some of the key terms 

This can be helpful for your own clarity, as well as for brief education opportunities. While it’s 
important to have information, as Christians, we will do better to “have the newspaper in one 
hand and the Bible in the other” as the saying goes, and always keep our faith in the frame, too.  

As a starting point, here’s an article about three major orgs in our area that are working toward 
three different models of response.  

Preach & do Bible studies about community wholeness and thriving, not just what’s 
“wrong” - and start with BIPOC voices 

Part of what makes it hard to imagine a future with different models of community safety is that 
none of us have a living memory without policing in its current form in this country. We also tend 
to read books and do Bible studied about the pain & trauma of the Black community and other 
communities of color, but not about what’s healthy, powerful, and wise about the Black 
community or other IPOC communities.  Some ways to counteract this are to look to BIPOC voices 
trying to build a vision of what healthier, safer communities could look like for all of us, and to 
engage with theologies of BIPOC people who speak honest truth about the gospel and racism, but 
also about God’s vision for something better. Some links: Here, here, and here. 

Keep Black and other IPOC people in your community in mind 

It can be easy to try to address racism by talking to the white people in our communities -- almost 
exclusively. But it’s also important to find a small way to signal that you’re thinking about the 
Black people (and other IPOC who are vocal about racism) in your community and see where they 
are at if they are open to sharing. Don’t force a confidence or start by unloading your own 
thoughts or feelings, but just letting people know you are aware this might be a tough couple of 
weeks is a place to start. When writing prayers and sermons, try to have a word of gospel truth 
that could speak to the BIPOC people in your midst as well. You may not have a developed sense 
of what would be helpful… but even to acknowledge the confusion, pain, and difficulty of walking 
through this trial in the midst of Lent can be a starting point. 

https://www.minnpost.com/metro/2020/07/what-to-do-about-the-mpd-how-three-activist-groups-are-rethinking-public-safety/
https://www.minnpost.com/metro/2020/07/what-to-do-about-the-mpd-how-three-activist-groups-are-rethinking-public-safety/
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/critical-essay/black-women-s-faith-black-women-s-flourishing
http://www.forharriet.com/2015/08/we-need-to-focus-on-black-joy-just-as.html
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/tomiobaro/why-chance-the-rappers-christian-joy-matters
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Possible themes for prayer & preaching:  

● Jesus’ bias toward the poor, the marginalized and brutalized  

● Letting go (especially during Lent and Holy Week!!) of equating control mechanisms with 
“safety,” and dominance with “righteousness.” 

● God’s justice means starting truth-telling/self-honesty, moving toward accountability, 
working on repair (Read here some of our national co-moderator’s thoughts on the work 
churches are called to do, particularly the “6 Rs”) 

● Symbolism of Lenten Vigil: Watch & Pray – where will new life emerge? 

● God’s dream for our communities is for wholeness, healing 

● “Your young people shall see visions and your elders shall dream dreams” (Joel 2:28, Acts 
2:17) -- What  dreams about community thriving and safety are we not listening to? 

● The Holy Spirit’s action unsettles what feels “settled” or “as it has always been” -- God is 
doing a new thing! 

● People in power often are not clear-sighted about their shortcomings or sinfulness (e.g. 
King David) or wish to deny responsibility for wrongdoing (e.g. Pilate) -- we all sin and fall 
short of the glory of God, but when people in systems are unwilling to acknowledge, look 
at, repent, or repair the sin, that is dangerous 

● The risks of being aligned with Jesus’ call for systemic change (the disciples, for instance) 

● Honestly, just saying the names (as a litany or list) of those who have died due to police 
brutality in the last few years would be powerful during Lent or Holy Week. Saying the 
names of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Jamar Clark, Trayvon Martin, Philando Castile, and 
so many others might be a powerful and humanizing reminder of the tremendous human 
cost to our continued inability to find a better way. 

 

In the midst of so many competing claims on our hearts, and the complexities of ministry in this 
time, attempting to speak to the complexity of issues like racism and police violence may feel like 
“too much,” but our siblings in Christ in the Black community cannot afford to see this justice issue 
as optional --- and that means that neither can any of us... which is the truest meaning of “unity in 
Christ.”  

The goal is not perfection, but continual steps toward a more challenging, more just, more healing 
way forward in conversation and action in each of our congregations.  

 

Sending prayers for wisdom and discernment to each and all.  

https://www.pcusa.org/news/2021/2/3/churches-should-put-the-bucket-down-where-they-are/
https://www.pcusa.org/news/2021/2/3/churches-should-put-the-bucket-down-where-they-are/

