
THE WORK OF THE PEOPLE 

AMERICA’S UNHOLY GHOSTS 
Exploring the Racist Roots of Our Faith and Politics 

Welcome to this film series featuring Joel Goza and his latest book, America’s Unholy Ghosts: 
The Racist Roots of Our Faith and Politics. We are so grateful for you and glad to have you on 
this journey with us! It is our intention to provide a space to deeply listen, reflect, and discern 
together as we the origins, obstacles, and opportunities to experience intimacy with God and 
God’s children 

Joel Goza and his observations, insight, and words will be our guide throughout this series. As 
we listen to his thought leadership, we encourage you to notice what stirs you.  

A childhood and youth in a conservative Evangelical Christian context, a graduate of Wheaton 
College and Duke University, and now a resident in Houston’s historic Fifth Ward community 
provides Joel a unique vantage point from which to observe, critique, and participate in the 
evolution of the faith community. His commitment to faith and truth merge to guide us on a 
journey of examining, interrogating, and growing our understanding of God and to experience 
the love of the Divine in truer, more inclusive ways.  

This subject matter is uncomfortable at its best and painful at its worst. We can easily understand 
why it has been altogether avoided by most churchgoers for as long as it has. As you prepare 
your heart, mind, and soul for this journey, take a deep breath. Use the rhythm of your breathing 
to become present. Take a generous sip of air into your lungs, feeling that you can breathe in. Let 
it all out, noticing that you can exhale. Feel the Divine intelligence of your own body as you 
enjoy the process of taking in what you need and exhaling what you do not. Our own breath is a 
representation of God’s generous and loving design. Hold onto this breath and God’s promise as 
you notice your own responses to Joel’s work, insight and learnings.  

God’s intelligent design is the model and the hope with which we examine and question the 
origins and the current state of the Christian tradition. As the core beliefs of our country are laid 
bare by the COVID-19 pandemic, police brutality, public outrage, and the political climate we 
live in, we have an opportunity: to authentically connect to the God in whom we move and have 
our very being.  
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Joel’s work, his courageous ability to explore difficult historical facts, and grapple with the truth 
is a lantern that guides us through and out of our past and into a future of love, spiritual 
transformation, and holy justice that is truly for all.  

“How white Christianity is different than what Jesus gave His life for is that Jesus gave His life 
to make us one with Himself, and one with those who suffer…Jesus said: 

 
 ‘Listen, if you’re gonna be with Me, you gotta be with those people who are in prison, you gotta 
be with the immigrant, you’ve gotta be with the unhealthy, with the sick, and to get to know My 

God, you have to be able to know these people very deeply and very intimately.’”  
       -Joel Goza, America’s Unholy Ghosts 

Joel offers us the unique opportunity to be with the historical and political landscape that 
Christianity has both bolstered and benefitted from. He guides us to understand how intimately 
the governmental systems and the organization the Christian faith tradition work together to form 
a union through which power was established and cemented for centuries. He challenges us to 
ponder our relationship with God, ourselves, and the “other” as we explore the realities and 
challenges that come with maintaining the status quo.  

We hope you find the time to listen to these films, experience the questions and practices, and 
explore your own discernment to be a journey full of awareness and metamorphosis for you. We 
are so grateful for Joel’s courage and work, and we are honored to learn as we explore with you.  

A Few Notes to Consider 

Who is this for? - These guides are designed to be experienced on your own as a means of 
personal reflection, self-inquiry, and wonder. This journey can also be experienced in the safe 
space of a nurturing community conversation. Joel’s observations and teachings could possibly 
lead you on a journey to grapple with some troubling moments in both Christian and American 
history. In others, his words could bring some shock to the surface, resistance, and 
embarrassment. We invite you to notice what is there.  

Individuals - Deep listening and absorption of the films can be bolstered through active 
contemplative practices like free-hand journaling, listing, and doodling as the films inspire 
thoughts, questions, and reactions. Deep breathing can also be grounding as you explore the 
concepts within the films. It may also be helpful to connect with nature by taking a walk, 
becoming aware of your own body by doing deep stretches, etc.  
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Groups  - This film series is driven by a commitment to God’s love and the renewing of our 
minds as we understand truth. If you are experiencing these films as a group, it may be beneficial 
to invite each member to share their intentions for joining the group and which part of their story 
leads them here. Story connects, disarms, prepares, and promotes the safety of a shared space. It 
may be good to establish some norms for the group such as:  

● Share from your personal story, using “I” statements.  
● Avoid giving advice, or following up others’ contributions with your personal take, on 

what they share.  
● Should a misunderstanding arise, see this as an opportunity to listen more deeply. 

Preparation before the group may deeply enrich the soil of the conversation. Watching the films, 
soaking in the questions, and considering your own responses, prior to the group meeting, can 
result in more authentic sharing, deeper exploration, and a rich use of the time you have together.   

Discernment vs Debate - The intention of these journeys is a path to curiosity, presence, and 
radical change. Discernment is the ability to judge well. The hope of this journey through film is 
not to incite debate, division, or discord; rather to create space for reflection, compassion, and 
understanding. We invite you to notice how Joel’s words and insights engage you. It is normal 
and healthy to wrestle with facts that are hard to sit with. What can grow from the soil of 
discomfort is innovation and positive change.  

“ Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and right-doing there is a field. I'll meet you there.” -Rumi 

If you are journeying through these films on your own, Joel’s work and research explores 
historical narratives that may trigger difficult memories, shame, or distress.  

If you are experiencing these films as a group, we encourage you to be open to other people’s 
perspectives and experiences. We invite you to open to the noticing of your own assumptions and 
beliefs, cultivating a willingness to be with what is, to breathe, and process what is there before 
rejecting any part of it. We encourage you to engage in thought and discussion about what these 
films mean to you, avoid arguing the right and wrong, and/or avoid “playing Devil’s Advocate.”  

Spiritual Practices. - Did you know that the word contemplation was borrowed from the Latin 
contemplātus (surveyed, observed, contemplated), from the verb contemplari, based on templum 
(place for observation)? Throughout this guide, there will be gentle prompts to notice and 
observe your highest and deepest intelligence by taking deep breaths, engaging options for 
focusing your attention, and becoming centered and present.  

Consider soaking in the film at the beginning of a session to prepare for receiving what might 
rise up for you, or at the end of your time as a benediction a you “move forward.” 
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Then, we’ve provided a closing practice at the end of each guide in the series that we invite you 
to repeat and examine as you complete each part of the series. At the end of each session, try this 
practice to nurture deeper listening. We suggest you experience this practice, while you complete 
the guide, and repeat it again during the week. Whether it’s rising in the morning, or ending your 
day, we invite you to return to this practice.  

Feel free to work with the practices and adjust them to suit your needs. If you are working with a 
group, it may be good to experience these together and share your experiences throughout the 
series.  

Going Deeper - It is our hope that you will want to deepen your understanding of Joel’s 
teachings, the historical context of his experience, and the work that he references. At the end of 
each guide, you will find links to books, talks, articles, and resources for listening more deeply 
and expanding your perspective.  

Series Sessions and Info -  This series includes five sessions:  
Session One // Trained to Forget and Perpetuating White Supremacy  
Session Two // Designing Scarcity and Creating a Racialized God  
Session Three // Rewriting the Rules  
Session Four // Harmonizing Scripture with White Supremacy and Resurrecting Dignity  
Session Five // Faithful Response 

Find the Series on TWOTP here: 
https://www.theworkofthepeople.com/film_series/americas-unholy-ghosts 

Joel Edward Goza Bio - Before focusing on writing, Joel worked in urban redevelopment and 
community activism for over a decade. His first book America’s Unholy Ghosts: The Racist 
Roots of Our Faith and Politics received a starred review from Publisher’s Weekly and 
endorsements from National Book of the Year Award Winner Ibram X. Kendi and NY Times 
Contributor Khalil Gibran Muhammad. Joel also wrote for The North Star, The Houston 
Chronicle, and Salon. His current book project is tentatively entitled Rebirth of a Nation: 
Reparations and Making an Anti-Racist America. 

As a speaker, Joel contributes regularly to national conferences for thought leaders and provides 
keynote addresses and breakout sessions at universities as well as faith-based and non-profit 
organizations. Joel is a graduate of Wheaton College and Duke University, and is currently 
pursuing a Masters at the University of Texas’s LBJ School of Public Affairs. When not working, 
Joel spends his time pestering his wife Sarah, daughter Naomi, and son Samuel Roger as they 
enjoy their life together in Houston’s 5th Ward community. To learn more about Joel, his work 
and his books, visit https://www.joeledwardgoza.com/.  
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SESSION ONE // Trained to Forget and Perpetuating White Supremacy 

Hello Friends. Welcome to Session One of America’s Unholy Ghosts. Joel teaches us about how 
the very foundations of what we learn teach us how to -- or how not to, rather -- look at how our 
society is set up, and who is set up for success. We invite you to approach this first session with 
an open heart and open mind.  

Preparing to Listen 
Make yourself comfortable. Do all the shifting, wiggling, and moving that it takes to feel fully 
comfortable in your seat.   

Quiet yourself. Take in a deep breath to a count of four. Pause. Let it out slowly to a count of 
four.  

Read Joel’s words below silently (and/or take in the included visual liturgy film “Blessed with 
Discomfort). Breathe in deeply as you do. Read it a few more times to allow it to resonate.  

“How white Christianity is different than what Jesus gave His life for is that Jesus gave 

His life to make us one with Himself and one with those who suffer to where Jesus 

said, ‘Listen, if you’re gonna be with Me you gotta be with those people who are in 

prison, you gotta be with the immigrant, you’ve gotta be with the unhealthy, with the 

sick, and to get to know My God, you have to be able to know these people very deeply 

and very intimately.’”  - Joel Goza 	 


What memories, feelings or voices come up for you as you take in the quote? Is anything rising 
up for you.? Consider writing down what you’ve heard/received.  

Joel Goza had an eye and heart-opening experience that caused a spiritual reckoning in him. 
“When I traced the roots of what I was trained to believe,” he says, “they didn’t trace to the 
bible, they traced to some of these enlightenment philosophers.” 

The truth is out. The historians that teach us have photoshopped our present picture of America’s 
origin story. The intention, as with all photoshopping, is to present an image that is believable as 
real, but that erases blemishes and imperfections that distract us from our fantasies.  

Such is the case with the beginnings of the United States of America and the Christian tradition 
that developed at the same time as this nation. We hold a picture of courageous pioneers, braving 
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a wilderness, believing in a Manifest destiny, and upholding revolutionary convictions to 
construct a nation of liberty and justice for “all.”  

The editors of this image have cropped out the brutalized bodies of Native American and African 
humans, and they have selectively removed the blood from the hands that penned the 
Constitution. They’ve added scriptures and images of a European Jesus to authenticate the 
picture.  

“One of the things the philosophers of the Enlightenment knew is that you couldn't tell 
the truth about a nation’s inception; otherwise, the people wouldn’t learn to be 
faithful to that nation: ‘We have to learn to tell our history in such a way that cuts out 
all of our sins from the past.’” - Joel Goza 

Joel teaches us that the sting of the truth can be soothed with the balm of compassion if we 
choose to respond by acknowledging, and relieving, our own suffering.  

Watch the Films  
As you watch/listen, resist the temptation to analyze. Discernment and deep listening is the goal 
not assessment. In other words, instead of asking “Do I agree with this?” listen through the lens 
of questions like,“Where is this trying to take me?” “What is God wanting me to hear?” What 
word of challenge or comfort is God trying to speak to me through this video?” A simple way to 
stay in the space of discernment is to listen for the one word or phrase that especially sticks out 
for you, as if written in neon lights.  

Trained to Forget and Perpetuating White Supremacy (Click on titles to stream)   
   

Personal Reflection & Sharing      
Begin with what arose from your personal discernment/deep listening practice.    

If you are watching alone, use journaling. Write down the word or phrase that stuck out for you 
as you watched/listened. Why do you think it stood out? As you reflect on it, is there a memory 
that comes up? A new insight? A forgotten piece of inner wisdom? What is God wanting me to 
hear?” What word of challenge or comfort is God trying to speak to me through this video?  
   

If you are watching with a group, take turns briefly sharing the word or phrase that stuck out for 
you as you watched/listened. Tell the group why you think that phrase was personally important 
to you and what is arising in you in response: a memory, new insight or forgotten piece of inner 

6

https://www.theworkofthepeople.com/trained-to-forget
https://www.theworkofthepeople.com/perpetuating-white-supremacy


wisdom. If useful, share with the group what word of challenge or comfort God is trying to speak 
to you through this video? Allow everyone to take a turn without interruption. After everyone has 
shared, invite group members to respond to what others have shared.      

These questions are designed to guide you through an exploration of what arises in you as you 
experience the film. What comes up for you? Notice if your focus is on words, phrases or 
something that isn’t referenced in these questions. Don’t feel obligated to respond to each 
question.  

Discussion Questions 
These questions are designed to guide you through an exploration of what arises in you as you 
experience the film. What comes up for you? Notice if your focus is on words, phrases, or 
something that isn’t referenced in these questions. Don’t feel obligated to respond to each 
question.  

1. How Did the Film Expand or alter your thinking?  
2. What Memories did the film invite you to revisit? 
3. Where in the film do you hear God’s calling? 
4. Joel talks about how the Enlightenment philosophers shape how we think. How can we 

ensure our politics stay informed by scripture? 
5. Where can you trace the roots of what you believe? 

What are some other lies of our “cultural common sense” that are being exposed by the  
racial crisis in America today? 

6. How did Thomas Hobbes and Adam Smith envision the American education system? 
What were the primary teachings? 

7. In your opinion, what do you think society needs to do to address our nation’s injustices? 
8. What other injustices are Americans “trained to forget”? 
9. What does “restorative justice” mean to you? What does it look like when expressed in 

day-to-day life? 
10. In order to become the nation it wanted to be, America had to reject slavery. What must 

America reject today to live up to its promises and values? Joel stated, “We live in a 
society where the hardest work and the hardest workers are often divorced from the 
wealth that their work is producing.” When we look at the leaders across industries and 
notice that they are mostly male and white, what is your response to Joel’s statement? 

11. Joel shared the following statement: “When we designed our Constitution, what we said 
was that African Americans were 60% of a person. “Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said that 
African Americans are actually 50% of a person with double the problems.  

7



“Today’s statistics reveal that African American families have 1/11th of the wealth of 
white families.” What has been the present role of the church in addressing and 
responding to these truths in any way? 

Closing Practice 
At the end of each session, we encourage you to try the Centering Prayer as a deepening practice 
to continue to explore what comes up for you and cultivate listening. We suggest that you 
continue this practice throughout the week before engaging the next film.  

Take three deep breaths, in through the nose, pausing, and sighing out a large exhale through the 
mouth.  

Read Joel’s words:  

“When we look at, for instance, the beauty of the African American spirituals, the 

African American spirituals display a certain type of intimacy with God that can often 

be lost without knowing God through the suffering of the African American tradition.  

The Prophetic Black church had a God that was in harmony with scripture  

and was very intimate with this brokenness.” - Joel Goza  

Choose a word, or any phrase, within these words that resonate with you as sacred or important. 
Invite the presence of your Divine Source, whether you call that presence God, Spirit, or another 
name of your choosing into your practice.  

Sit comfortably, with your eyes closed, breathing in and out, focusing on these sacred words. 
When you notice that your thoughts have drifted away from your focus, gently shift your focus 
back to the sacred words.  

After your prayer time, inwardly ask yourself, “How can I create intimacy with my God through 
acknowledging the suffering created by the racial crisis in our nation?” 

Going Forward  
In ancient spiritual communities, the benediction was offered as a conclusion to bless those who 
have learned to continue their learning and thinking until they met again. We invite you to focus 
on the following words of blessing as you continue your journey.  

“He [Jesus] went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath day, 

He went into the Synagogue, as was His custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of 
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the prophet Isaiah was handed to Him. Unrolling it, He found the place where it is 

written: 

‘The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 
because he has anointed me 

 to proclaim good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners  

and recovery of sight for the blind, 
to set the oppressed free, 

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.’”  

-John 4:16-19 

How will you imitate Christ today? 

Still breathing, be with what comes up for you. Make note of it in a journal, on an electronic 
device or, if you are journeying with someone or a group, share with them.  

    May peace be with you as you journey forward. 

Going Deeper 
It’s natural to want to explore, do more digging and even cross-reference what Joel teaches in 
other sources. It is our hope that you will. Here are a few links to credible resources that may 
provide more context, more information and shed more light as you continue your learning.  
 
The Three Evils speech by MLK  
Where do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community by MLK 
The Lovers of the Poor by Gwendolyn Brooks 
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SESSION TWO // Designing Scarcity and Creating a Racialized God 

Welcome to Session Two of America’s Unholy Ghosts. Joel explores how we ended up with the 
image of God that we have, and the effects that image has on our collective mindsets. He then 
helps us understand how those mindsets influence the systems that comprise our society. We 
invite you to approach this session with an open heart and open mind. 

Preparing to Listen 
Make yourself comfortable. Do all the shifting, wiggling, and moving that it takes to feel fully 
comfortable in your seat.   

Quiet yourself. Take in a deep breath to a count of four. Pause. Let it out slowly to a count of 
four.  

Read Joel’s words silently. Breathe in deeply as you do. Read it a few more times to allow it to 
resonate.  

“We all, depending on where we’re at, can easily be pleased with the status quo, 

particularly when we don’t know what we are missing.  

If what we are missing is truly knowing God’s children-- this God who says He is a 

Father, and being a Father is an intimate part of His identity, yet we don’t take time to 

know the children that are different than us-- then you miss the beauty of God’s 

family.  

Not only do you miss the beauty of God’s family, you begin seeing God in a way that He 

might not be. ”  -Joel Goza 

What memories, feelings or voices come up for you as you take in the quote? Is anything rising 
up for you? Consider writing down what you’ve heard/received. 

Who does God look like?  

In the long-running animated sitcom “The Simpsons,” the show illustrated God to have yellow, 
Simpsons-colored skin, a flowing robe, and feet the same shape as the characters. In reality, 
images of a serene, pale-faced, thin-lipped European Jesus hang in homes across the globe. 
When our images of powerful deities resemble those walking among us, it is natural to attribute 
divine qualities to those we see.  
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“When you see Michelangelo’s painting within the Sistine Chapel with God as this powerful 
white man,” Joel says, “that becomes very formative-- not only in our mental image but in what 
we think of God’s character.” 
 
From the completion of the Sistine Chapel in 1512, through hundreds of years of colonizing 
many countries up until today, society has normalized the association of authority and power to 
white maleness. This deeply subconscious bias affects every part of society, including who we 
trust to helm our corporations, design our systems, and lead our country. We’ve been taught that 
we should trust-- and not question-- white men.  

The human rights protests reaching across America, and spanning the globe, illuminate the lethal 
results of automatically attributing holiness and supreme authority to white men. The internal 
conflict of anyone who is not white and male becomes external when the worth and divinity of 
Black, brown, and feminine bodies are constantly challenged through violence, poverty, and 
willful neglect. The Black Lives Matter movement began as a way to voice the dignity and the 
equal value that we must automatically attach to the abuse and killing of Black people.  

Joel’s research and findings are an invitation to begin to thoughtfully question the intentions and 
priorities of America’s “Founding Fathers” and the dire consequences of continuing their 
traditions.  

Watch the Films 
As you watch/listen, resist the temptation to analyze. Discernment and deep listening is the goal 
not assessment. In other words, instead of asking “Do I agree with this?” listen through the lens 
of questions like, “Where is this trying to take me?” “What is God wanting me to hear?” What 
word of challenge or comfort is God trying to speak to me through this video?” A simple way to 
stay in the space of discernment is to listen for the one word or phrase that especially sticks out 
for you, as if written in neon lights. 

Designing Scarcity  and Creating a Racialized God (Click on titles to stream)  

Personal Reflection & Sharing                                                  
Begin with what arose from your personal discernment/deep listening practice.                         

If you are watching alone, use journaling. Write down the word or phrase that stuck out for you 
as you watched/listened. Why do you think it stood out? As you reflect on it, is there a memory 
that comes up? A new insight? A forgotten piece of inner wisdom? What is God wanting me to 
hear?” What word of challenge or comfort is God trying to speak to me through this video?                                           
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If you are watching with a group, take turns briefly sharing the word or phrase that stuck out for 
you as you watched/listened. Tell the group why you think that phrase was personally important 
to you and what is arising in you in response: a memory, new insight or forgotten piece of inner 
wisdom. If useful, share with the group what word of challenge or comfort God is trying to speak 
to you through this video? Allow everyone to take a turn without interruption. After everyone has 
shared, invite group members to respond to what others have shared.                                                    

These questions are designed to guide you through an exploration of what arises in you as you 
experience the film. What comes up for you? Notice if your focus is on words, phrases or 
something that isn’t referenced in these questions. Don’t feel obligated to respond to each 
question. 

Discussion Questions 
These questions are designed to guide you through an exploration of what arises in you as you 
experience the film. What comes up for you? Notice if your focus is on words, phrases, or 
something that isn’t referenced in these questions. Don’t feel obligated to respond to each 
question.  

1. How Did the Film Expand or alter your thinking?  
2. What Memories did the film invite you to revisit? 
3. Where in the film do you hear God’s calling? 
1. How does segregation misshape our understanding of a God as a father to all of His 

children? 
2. How have artistic depictions like Michelangelo’s painting, The Creation of Adam, 

impacted how you imagine God? 
3. Joel talks about the unique way the prophetic Black church relates to God. What do you 

think the church can gain from listening to different perspectives? 
4. Joel claims that patriotism has become linked to the status quo. How can we change the 

way we think about this concept? 
5. What does it mean to worship a God who wasn’t the winner? What does it mean that the 

power of resurrection is tied to a God who lost? 
6. In your opinion, how are hope and optimism different? What do you think it will take to 

incite change today? 
7. In the American consciousness, what is the relationship between patriotism and scarcity? 
8. Joel cites the contributions of Harriet Tubman and Marian Wright Edelman in the fight 

for equality. Who are some of the models you look to for guidance on these issues? 
9. Joel says, “We have to ask the questions that threaten our answers in order to better align 

with what God wants to do in this world.” What questions are stirring in you that threaten 
the answers you hold around white, male authority? 

12



10. “When you have kids that go to an optometrist, they go to the optometrist not knowing 
that how they’re seeing the world is messed up. It is only through the optometrist’s ability 
to clarify what they could see that they begin becoming dissatisfied with what they saw 
before.” -Joel Goza. How are you being moved to “see” differently?  

Closing Practice 
At the end of each session, we encourage you to try the Centering Prayer as a deepening practice 
to continue to explore what comes up for you and cultivate listening. We suggest that you 
continue this practice throughout the week before engaging the next film.  

Take three deep breaths, in through the nose, pausing, and sighing out a large exhale through the 
mouth.  

Read Joel’s words:  

“When we look at, for instance, the beauty of the African American spirituals, the 

African American spirituals display a certain type of intimacy with God that can often 

be lost without knowing God through the suffering of the African American tradition.  

The Prophetic Black church had a God that was in harmony with scripture  

and was very intimate with this brokenness.” -Joel Goza 

Choose a word, or any phrase, within these words that resonate with you as sacred or important. 
Invite the presence of your Divine Source, whether you call that presence God, Spirit, or another 
name of your choosing into your practice.  

Sit comfortably, with your eyes closed, breathing in and out, focusing on these sacred words. 
When you notice that your thoughts have drifted away from your focus, gently shift your focus 
back to the sacred words.  

After your prayer time, inwardly ask yourself, “How can I create intimacy with my God through 
acknowledging the suffering created by the racial crisis in our nation?” 

Going Forward 
In ancient spiritual communities, the benediction was offered as a conclusion to bless those who 
have learned to continue their learning and thinking until they met again. We invite you to focus 
on the following words of blessing as you continue your journey.  
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“Then God said, ‘Let Us make man in Our image, after Our likeness, to rule over the fish 

of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, and over all the earth itself and 

every creature that crawls upon it.’” = Genesis 1:26 

How will you honor the image of God today? 

Still breathing, be with what comes up for you. Make note of it in a journal, on an electronic 
device or, if you are journeying with someone or a group, share with them. 

May peace be with you as you journey forward. 

Going Deeper  
It’s natural to want to explore, do more digging and even cross-reference what Joel teaches in 
other sources. It is our hope that you will. Here are a few links to credible resources that may 
provide more context, more information and shed more light as you continue your learning.  

White Fragility: Why It's So Hard for White People to Talk About Racism by Robin 

DiAngelo  
Intersectionality Matters! by Kimberlé Crenshaw 

Who Lynched Willie Earle: Preaching to Confront Racism 
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SESSION THREE // Rewriting the Rules 

Welcome to Session Three of America’s Unholy Ghosts. In this film, Joel explores how 
America’s “Founding Fathers” created rules that were in the best interest of the wealthy. We 
invite you to approach this session with an open heart and open mind. 

Preparing to Listen 
Make yourself comfortable. Do all the shifting, wiggling, and moving that it takes to feel fully 
comfortable in your seat.  
  
Quiet yourself. Take in a deep breath to a count of four. Pause. Let it out slowly to a count of 
four. 
  
Read Joel’s words silently. Breathe in deeply as you do. Read it a few more times to allow it to 
resonate. 

“[John] Locke questions whether or not African Americans meet the golden standard 

of humanity, but the brilliance of Locke is that he never answers that question, he just 

lets it hang. Because simply by getting people to ask that question, he has done the 

political work that he needs to. 

“It haunts the American experience, when we see racial inequalities; what we always 

tend to do is question the value and worth of Black bodies.”  -Joel Goza 

What memories, feelings or voices come up for you as you take in the quote? Is anything rising 
up for you? Consider writing down what you’ve heard/received. 

Who makes the rules? And then, who rewrites them? 

Justice and fairness seem to consistently err on the side of privilege even within the church.  

Joel breaks down the foundational ideals that are demonstrated in old Western movies and plays 
out through the horrific videos of police killing unarmed Black and brown people at 
disproportionate rates:  

“Rationality becomes central for our humanity, by becoming less rational, you are less human: 
killing African Americans and Native Americans because they are savages, or less rational.” 
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Understanding the origins of our nation’s present can be uncomfortable and downright painful. 
Country singer Chris Stapleton, in a recent interview said, “You know, I thought we were living in 
a different country. And that's 100% real. I feel like the country that I thought that we were living 
in was a myth.” 

President Lyndon B. Johnson told a young Bill Moyers, “If you can convince the lowest white 
man he’s better than the best colored man, he won’t notice you’re picking his pocket. Hell, give 
him somebody to look down on, and he’ll empty his pockets for you.”  

How has American culture continually allowed a subtle, yet powerful, divorcing of humanity 
from its darker citizens? 

The journey of listening, questioning, and unlearning can restore America’s lost elements of 
humanity and fuel our collective courage to treat all of our citizens with love and respect.  

Watch the Film 
As you watch/listen, resist the temptation to analyze. Discernment and deep listening is the goal 
not assessment. In other words, instead of asking “Do I agree with this?” listen through the lens 
of questions like, “Where is this trying to take me?” “What is God wanting me to hear?” What 
word of challenge or comfort is God trying to speak to me through this video?” A simple way to 
stay in the space of discernment is to listen for the one word or phrase that especially sticks out 
for you, as if written in neon lights. 

Rewriting the Rules (Click on titles to stream)  

 
Personal Reflection & Sharing                                                  
Begin with what arose from your personal discernment/deep listening practice.                         

If you are watching alone, use journaling. Write down the word or phrase that stuck out for you 
as you watched/listened. Why do you think it stood out? As you reflect on it, is there a memory 
that comes up? A new insight? A forgotten piece of inner wisdom? What is God wanting me to 
hear?” What word of challenge or comfort is God trying to speak to me through this video?                                           

If you are watching with a group, take turns briefly sharing the word or phrase that stuck out for 
you as you watched/listened. Tell the group why you think that phrase was personally important 
to you and what is arising in you in response: a memory, new insight or forgotten piece of inner 
wisdom. If useful, share with the group what word of challenge or comfort God is trying to speak 
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to you through this video? Allow everyone to take a turn without interruption. After everyone has 
shared, invite group members to respond to what others have shared.                                                    

These questions are designed to guide you through an exploration of what arises in you as you 
experience the film. What comes up for you? Notice if your focus is on words, phrases or 
something that isn’t referenced in these questions. Don’t feel obligated to respond to each 
question. 

Discussion Questions 
These questions are designed to guide you through an exploration of what arises in you as you 
experience the film. What comes up for you? Notice if your focus is on words, phrases, or 
something that isn’t referenced in these questions. Don’t feel obligated to respond to each 
question.  

1. How Did the Film Expand or alter your thinking?  
2. What Memories did the film invite you to revisit? 
3. Where in the film do you hear God’s calling? 
4. Joel teaches, “We segregated ourselves away from the hunger and want that was within 

our communities, and Adam Smith was able to provide a ‘morality of indifference.’ We 
can look at the evils and know that these evils will naturally take care of themselves, and 
he wants to provide the stoic morality of Christianity.” How have you personally seen a 
morality of indifference play out in your context? What is the connection between moral 
indifference and the crisis we are living in today? 

5. How was the violence of Christians justified during the Wars of Religion and the 
Enlightenment? 

6. John Locke questioned the humanity of Africans. In the era of Black Lives Matter, how 
do we continue to question the value of Black lives?    

7. For Thomas Hobbes and John Locke, what is the goal of the government? What do they 
think about the role of religion? 

8. In America’s Unholy Ghosts, Joel writes that white Christianity in America was Christian 
in name but stoic in nature. What do you think this statement means? 

9. What was the message of Dr. King’s Letter from Birmingham Jail? What makes 
indifference in the face of injustice problematic? 

10. What was Dr. King’s vision for the role of the church in politics? 
11. Joel’s solution: “Within the prophetic tradition the only way to see the world truthfully 

was not by being impartial but by standing in solidarity with those who suffer, which is a 
much more costly place.”  
 
What is one way that you can stand in solidarity with those who suffer now? What comes 
up for you as you consider this? 
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12. How can things be different? What can you imagine for the future of our nation and our 
world? 

13. Can you write a list of three ways an American individual can turn good-heartedness into 
solidarity with oppressed and abused African Americans? 

Closing Practice 
At the end of each session, we encourage you to try the Centering Prayer as a deepening practice 
to continue to explore what comes up for you and cultivate listening. We suggest that you 
continue this practice throughout the week before engaging the next film.  

Take three deep breaths, in through the nose, pausing, and sighing out a large exhale through the 
mouth.  

Read Joel’s words:  

“When we look at, for instance, the beauty of the African American spirituals, the 

African American spirituals display a certain type of intimacy with God that can often 

be lost without knowing God through the suffering of the African American tradition.  

The Prophetic Black church had a God that was in harmony with scripture  

and was very intimate with this brokenness.”  -Joel Goza 

Choose a word, or any phrase, within these words that resonate with you as sacred or important. 
Invite the presence of your Divine Source, whether you call that presence God, Spirit, or another 
name of your choosing into your practice.  

Sit comfortably, with your eyes closed, breathing in and out, focusing on these sacred words. 
When you notice that your thoughts have drifted away from your focus, gently shift your focus 
back to the sacred words.  

After your prayer time, inwardly ask yourself, “How can I create intimacy with my God through 
acknowledging the suffering created by the racial crisis in our nation?” 

Going Forward 
In ancient spiritual communities, the benediction was offered as a conclusion to bless those who 
have learned to continue their learning and thinking until they met again. We invite you to focus 
on the following words of blessing as you continue your journey.  
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 “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?”  Jesus replied: “‘Love the 

Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is 

the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as 

yourself.’ - Matthew 22:36-39 

How will you love your neighbor as yourself today? 

Still breathing, be with what comes up for you. Make note of it in a journal, on an electronic 
device, or if you are journeying with someone or a group, share with them.  

May peace be with you as you journey forward.  

Going Deeper 
It’s natural to want to explore, do more digging and even cross-reference what Joel teaches in 
other sources. It is our hope that you will. Here are a few links to credible resources that may 
provide more context, more information and shed more light as you continue your learning.  

Letter to Birmingham Prison by MLK  
The Lowest White Man, New York Times 
The Heart of Black Preaching by Cleophus James LaRue 
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SESSIN FOUR // Harmonizing Scripture with White Supremacy and Resurrecting 
Dignity 

Welcome to Session Four of America’s Unholy Ghosts. In this Session, Joel demonstrates how 
the sacred scriptures have been distorted to align with white supremacy and what the prophetic 
church can teach us about human dignity. We invite you to approach this first session with an 
open heart and open mind. 

Preparing to Listen 
Make yourself comfortable. Do all the shifting, wiggling, and moving that it takes to feel fully 
comfortable in your seat.  
  
Quiet yourself. Take in a deep breath to a count of four. Pause. Let it out slowly to a count of 
four. 
  
Read Joel’s words silently. Breathe in deeply as you do. Read it a few more times to allow it to 
resonate. 

“We now use racial economic problems that perpetuate this idea that white folks got 

themselves together-- the wealthy and the white are lionized; the poor and the Black 

are demonized. It becomes this ever-evolving white supremacy, but it hasn't lost how 

lethal it is. It’s only by being involved in Black communities  that you realize how lethal 

it is.”  -Joel Goza 

What memories, feelings or voices come up for you as you take in the quote? Is anything rising 
up for you? Consider writing down what you’ve heard/received. 

So many Americans, who identify as white, are talking about and lamenting racial inequality for 
the first time. For African Americans, the hostility and endangerment feels like more of the same 
and ever-intensifying. How can folks, who live in the same cities, states, and countries, who 
watch the same channels and surf the same web, be so distinctly different in their worldview? 

“A lot of the emphasis on white Christianity was just about our relationship with God and not 
our relationship with our world-- not our relationship with one another,” Joel says,  “And 
certainly not our relationship with liberation.”  
Since the Civil Rights Act in 1964, segregation has become illegal in the United States. Be that 
as it may, the practice of wealthy white residents, controlling who lives within their communities 
persists through practices like redlining-- the systematic denial of various services by federal 
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government agencies, local governments as well as the private sector either directly or through 
the selective raising of prices. 

The results of practices like this are neighborhoods in which the residents all look the same. The 
casual exchanges with, the daily sights of, and the knowledge of your neighbors experiences 
form our views of what happens in our world. If our relationships are only with folks that look 
like us, then our ability to conceive what others are uniquely experiencing is as limited as our 
immediate community.  

You’d be hard pressed to find an abolitionist or activist who doesn’t have a personal connection 
with the pain that they are fighting to end or a relationship with the affected that fuels their 
compassionate fight for justice.  

By living among the humans in Houston’s historic Fifth Ward, Joel was able to see with his own 
eyes the degree of beautiful humanity that requires the divine dignity that is the direct response 
to John 15:12, “My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you.” 

Watch the Films 
As you watch/listen, resist the temptation to analyze. Discernment and deep listening is the goal 
not assessment. In other words, instead of asking “Do I agree with this?” listen through the lens 
of questions like, “Where is this trying to take me?” “What is God wanting me to hear?” What 
word of challenge or comfort is God trying to speak to me through this video?” A simple way to 
stay in the space of discernment is to listen for the one word or phrase that especially sticks out 
for you, as if written in neon lights. 

Harmonizing Scripture with White Supremacy and Resurrecting Dignity (Click on titles to 
stream) 

 
Personal Reflection & Sharing                                                  
Begin with what arose from your personal discernment/deep listening practice.                         

If you are watching alone, use journaling. Write down the word or phrase that stuck out for you 
as you watched/listened. Why do you think it stood out? As you reflect on it, is there a memory 
that comes up? A new insight? A forgotten piece of inner wisdom? What is God wanting me to 
hear?” What word of challenge or comfort is God trying to speak to me through this video?                                           

If you are watching with a group, take turns briefly sharing the word or phrase that stuck out for 
you as you watched/listened. Tell the group why you think that phrase was personally important 
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to you and what is arising in you in response: a memory, new insight or forgotten piece of inner 
wisdom. If useful, share with the group what word of challenge or comfort God is trying to speak 
to you through this video? Allow everyone to take a turn without interruption. After everyone has 
shared, invite group members to respond to what others have shared.                                                    

These questions are designed to guide you through an exploration of what arises in you as you 
experience the film. What comes up for you? Notice if your focus is on words, phrases or 
something that isn’t referenced in these questions. Don’t feel obligated to respond to each 
question.  

Discussion Questions 
These questions are designed to guide you through an exploration of what arises in you as you 
experience the film. What comes up for you? Notice if your focus is on words, phrases, or 
something that isn’t referenced in these questions. Don’t feel obligated to respond to each 
question.  

1. How Did the Film Expand or alter your thinking?  
2. What Memories did the film invite you to revisit? 
3. Where in the film do you hear God’s calling? 
4. Joel discovered that “The Black church has always been able to think about what a 

relationship with God and God's vision for this world mean here on American soils.” 
Why do you believe that is so? 

5. What similarities or differences do you see between the church’s multiculturalism during 
the age of slavery compared to today? 

6. Joel argues that even though white supremacy evolved, the mental architecture never 
went out of style. What do you think this statement means? 

7. Joel talks about the danger of segregating intimacies. What are the implications of 
reducing people to statistics? 

8. What does the image of God look like when the emphasis is on human depravity? What 
does the image of God look like when the emphasis is on human dignity? 

9. What are the consequences of making depravity an organizing principle? What is the 
significance of making dignity an organizing principle? 

10. What do you think it means to have a one-dimensional faith in the three-dimensional 
world? 

11. Joel says, “With ‘one another’ here in Houston that could be other Houstonians, and 
we’re the most diverse city in America, yet when you go in our churches, our churches 
are as segregated as anywhere else.“ What silent beliefs allow for church leadership, and 
congregations, to accept this continuance of segregation? 

12. What happens in the kingdom of God when we see the image of God in Black bodies? 
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13. What happens in the kingdom of God when we don’t? 

 
Closing Practice 
At the end of each session, we encourage you to try the Centering Prayer as a deepening practice 
to continue to explore what comes up for you and cultivate listening. We suggest that you 
continue this practice throughout the week before engaging the next film.  

Take three deep breaths, in through the nose, pausing, and sighing out a large exhale through the 
mouth.  

Read Joel’s words:  

“When we look at, for instance, the beauty of the African American spirituals, the 

African American spirituals display a certain type of intimacy with God that can often 

be lost without knowing God through the suffering of the African American tradition.  

The Prophetic Black church had a God that was in harmony with scripture  

and was very intimate with this brokenness.” -Joel Goza 

Choose a word, or any phrase, within these words that resonate with you as sacred or important. 
Invite the presence of your Divine Source, whether you call that presence God, Spirit, or another 
name of your choosing into your practice.  

Sit comfortably, with your eyes closed, breathing in and out, focusing on these sacred words. 
When you notice that your thoughts have drifted away from your focus, gently shift your focus 
back to the sacred words.  

After your prayer time, inwardly ask yourself, “How can I create intimacy with my God through 
acknowledging the suffering created by the racial crisis in our nation?” 

Going Forward 
In ancient spiritual communities, the benediction was offered as a conclusion to bless those who 
have learned to continue their learning and thinking until they met again. We invite you to focus 
on the following words of blessing as you continue your journey.  

He has told you, O man, what is good; 
    and what does the Lord require of you 

but to do justice, and to love kindness 
    and to walk humbly with your God? 
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 Micah 6:8 

How will you do justice today? 

Still breathing, be with what comes up for you. Make note of it in a journal, on an electronic 
device or, if you are journeying with someone or a group, share with them.  
 
May peace be with you as you journey forward.  
 

Going Deeper  
It’s natural to want to explore, do more digging and even cross-reference what Joel teaches in 
other sources. It is our hope that you will. Here are a few links to credible resources that may 
provide more context, more information and shed more light as you continue your learning.  

I'm Still Here: Black Dignity in a World Made for Whiteness by Austin Channing 

Brown 

Divided by Faith: Evangelical Religion and the Problem of Race in America 

NBCNews.com: Racism among white Christians is higher than among the nonreligious. 

That's no coincidence. 
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SESSION FIVE // A Faithful Response 

Welcome to Session Five of America’s Unholy Ghosts. In our final session, Joel explores what is 
possible when those who follow and worship God face and align with what the sacred truth has 
to say about our current reality. We invite you to approach this first session with an open heart 
and open mind. 

Preparing to Listen 
Make yourself comfortable. Do all the shifting, wiggling, and moving that it takes to feel fully 
comfortable in your seat.  
  
Quiet yourself. Take in a deep breath to a count of four. Pause. Let it out slowly to a count of 
four. 
  
Read Joel’s words silently. Breathe in deeply as you do. Read it a few more times to allow it to 
resonate. 

“One of the things that I write about in America’s Unholy Ghosts is that there were 

three critical lies that helped racialize Christianity and form what I’m calling white 

Christianity: 

1. You can be intimate with God without being intimate with the abused and the 

broken of our society. What white liberals and conservatives had in common is 

that they didn’t need to know Black people to know God. 

2. True religion is soul salvation.  

3. Indifference to injustice is no threat to one’s intimacy with God.”  -Joel Goza 

What memories, feelings or voices come up for you as you take in the quote? Is anything rising 
up for you? Consider writing down what you’ve heard/received. 

Robert Holden, British psychologist and author, says, “The leader in the room is the one who 
recognizes the truth.”  

Matthew 9:5 says of Jesus, “When He saw the crowds, He had compassion on them, because 
they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.” 

What truth about this did Jesus know that elicited such compassion for them? Is it possible that 
their humanity, their pain, and suffering, regardless of the cause, moved Him to a place of 
participation in their healing? 
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Yet here we are today, watching millions of people march in protest. Professional athletes from 
the Women’s National Basketball Association, National Basketball Association, National Hockey 
League, National Baseball League, and National Football League briefly refused to play in 
protest of racism and police brutality against unarmed African Americans. Business leaders, 
celebrities, and world leaders continue to speak out for human rights.  

With the support of evangelical Christian communities across the nation, the elected President of 
the United States doubles down every day with a new statement, using false narratives to incite 
more division, apathy, and fear. During the Republican National Convention, fact-checkers 
confirmed that he made at least 20 false statements. Weekly, new stories of violent attacks 
circulate on social media and news networks.  

When any structure, be it a piece of furniture or a building, is built with a faulty foundation, it’s 
only a matter of time before it becomes unable to fulfill its purpose.  

Joel teaches us, “When we believe those lies, and they started sounding like the truth, then it 
shouldn’t be surprising that the racial lines in the church still haven't fallen.” 

While the racial lines in the church and the country continue to persist, it is the country itself that 
absorbs the deep consequences of its own foundational problems.  

What is the truth? 

Watch the Film 
As you watch/listen, resist the temptation to analyze. Discernment and deep listening is the goal 
not assessment. In other words, instead of asking “Do I agree with this?” listen through the lens 
of questions like, “Where is this trying to take me?” “What is God wanting me to hear?” What 
word of challenge or comfort is God trying to speak to me through this video?” A simple way to 
stay in the space of discernment is to listen for the one word or phrase that especially sticks out 
for you, as if written in neon lights. 

A Faithful Response (Click on titles to stream) 

Personal Reflection & Sharing                                                  
Begin with what arose from your personal discernment/deep listening practice.                         

If you are watching alone, use journaling. Write down the word or phrase that stuck out for you 
as you watched/listened. Why do you think it stood out? As you reflect on it, is there a memory 
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that comes up? A new insight? A forgotten piece of inner wisdom? What is God wanting me to 
hear?” What word of challenge or comfort is God trying to speak to me through this video?                                           

If you are watching with a group, take turns briefly sharing the word or phrase that stuck out for 
you as you watched/listened. Tell the group why you think that phrase was personally important 
to you and what is arising in you in response: a memory, new insight or forgotten piece of inner 
wisdom. If useful, share with the group what word of challenge or comfort God is trying to speak 
to you through this video? Allow everyone to take a turn without interruption. After everyone has 
shared, invite group members to respond to what others have shared.                                                    

These questions are designed to guide you through an exploration of what arises in you as you 
experience the film. What comes up for you? Notice if your focus is on words, phrases or 
something that isn’t referenced in these questions. Don’t feel obligated to respond to each 
question.  

Discussion Questions 
These questions are designed to guide you through an exploration of what arises in you as you 
experience the film. What comes up for you? Notice if your focus is on words, phrases, or 
something that isn’t referenced in these questions. Don’t feel obligated to respond to each 
question.  

1.  How Did the Film Expand or alter your thinking?  
2. What Memories did the film invite you to revisit? 
3. Where in the film do you hear God’s calling? 
4. Why do you think America’s white church has refused to learn from the prophetic Black 

church? 
5. Joel realizes, “We wanted to be loved by African Americans, but we didn’t want to be able 

to see our world through their eyes and to learn what our world looked like through those 
eyes.” What do we see when we imagine what our world looks like through the eyes of 
an African American person?  

6. In a life of faith, what role do you think solidarity should play? 
7. “In the long run, very few white folks were ready to join the Civil Rights movement and 

understand that as a means of racial reconciliation, both within our nation and within 
our church-- it was too costly,” Joel says. What would be the cost to you to join the 
African American community in solidarity? 

8. How does Joel describe the reason Jesus gave His life? How does this connect to the 
teaching you received in church? 
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9. America’s Unholy Ghosts identifies three critical lies that helped harmonize American 
Christianity with racism. What are those lies and how do you feel about this argument? 
Does it challenge any of your assumptions about Christianity? 

10. Joel says that the only racial reconciliation movements that reflected the Kingdom of God 
were those that kept politics central. Do you think that is a fair evaluation? How should 
this inform the church’s work of racial reconciliation today? 

11. “When an American flag and a cross end up teaming up to put racist people in power, 
end up teaming up to perpetuate racial divides, end up teaming up to crucify immigrants, 
you can call that what you want,” Joel says, “but that ain’t Christianity-- it might be 
white christianity, but that is not a faithful response of what Christ gave His life for.”  

a. How have the American flag and the cross been conflated?  
b. How might it be helpful to communicate the current relationship between the 

two?  
c. What is the faithful response? 

Closing Practice 
At the end of each session, we encourage you to try the Centering Prayer as a deepening practice 
to continue to explore what comes up for you and cultivate listening. We suggest that you 
continue this practice throughout the week before engaging the next film.  

Take three deep breaths, in through the nose, pausing, and sighing out a large exhale through the 
mouth.  

Read Joel’s words:  

“When we look at, for instance, the beauty of the African American spirituals, the 

African American spirituals display a certain type of intimacy with God that can often 

be lost without knowing God through the suffering of the African American tradition.  

The Prophetic Black church had a God that was in harmony with scripture  

and was very intimate with this brokenness.”  -Joel Goza 

Choose a word, or any phrase, within these words that resonate with you as sacred or important. 
Invite the presence of your Divine Source, whether you call that presence God, Spirit, or another 
name of your choosing into your practice.  
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Sit comfortably, with your eyes closed, breathing in and out, focusing on these sacred words. 
When you notice that your thoughts have drifted away from your focus, gently shift your focus 
back to the sacred words.  

After your prayer time, inwardly ask yourself, “How can I create intimacy with my God through 
acknowledging the suffering created by the racial crisis in our nation?” 

Going Forward 
In ancient spiritual communities, the benediction was offered as a conclusion to bless those who 
have learned to continue their learning and thinking until they met again. We invite you to focus 
on the following words of blessing as you continue your journey.  

“By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for 
the brothers.” -1 John 3:16 

What part of life are you willing to lay down so that all lives can be lived in peace, faith, and love? 

Still breathing, be with what comes up for you. Make note of it in a journal, on an electronic device, or if 
you are journeying with someone or a group, share with them.  

May peace be with you as you journey forward. 

Going Deeper  
It’s natural to want to explore, do more digging and even cross-reference what Joel teaches in 
other sources. It is our hope that you will. Here are a few links to credible resources that may 
provide more context, more information and shed more light as you continue your learning.  

How to Be an Antiracist by Ibram X. Kendi 
Race and the Cosmos by Barbara Holmes 
TEDTALK: How to Overcome Our Biases? Walk Boldly Toward Them by Vernā Myers  
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https://www.amazon.com/How-Be-Antiracist-Ibram-Kendi/dp/0525509283/ref=pd_bxgy_img_3/131-5457597-0722219?_encoding=UTF8&pd_rd_i=0525509283&pd_rd_r=d412ddce-fd28-4dab-ba86-2fc553d6eb4d&pd_rd_w=RTXFg&pd_rd_wg=eT63n&pf_rd_p=ce6c479b-ef53-49a6-845b-bbbf35c28dd3&pf_rd_r=6Y149M3J5V7NZNVZG977&psc=1&refRID=6Y149M3J5V7NZNVZG977
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=race+and+the+cosmos&ref=nb_sb_noss_1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uYyvbgINZkQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uYyvbgINZkQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uYyvbgINZkQ
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