
Affirming Black Lives and Confessing White Supremacy:  
A Call to Action for Candler’s White Faculty 

 
As white members of the faculty of Candler School of Theology, we affirm unequivocally that Black Lives 
Matter.  
 
The recent murders of Ahmaud Arbery, Manuel Ellis, Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, and Tony McDade have 
once again revealed the deadly power of white supremacy and our failure as white people of faith and 
conscience to do the work necessary to dismantle it. We see the pain, grief, trauma, and anger experienced by 
our Black colleagues and students, and we join in protest against anti-black violence both here in Atlanta and 
around the nation. In this moment, we focus on Black lives, while we also confess that white supremacy harms 
other minoritized people. It is imperative that we not only affirm the value of Black life, but that we also confess 
our complicity with white supremacy and work to divest ourselves and our institutions of it.  
 
As faculty of Candler School of Theology in Atlanta, Georgia, we recognize that we are nestled within 
institutions within a city within a state within a nation enmeshed in centuries of white supremacy, 
state-sanctioned violence against Black people, and the theft of Black labor. Furthermore, Candler School of 
Theology was formed in 1914 within the tradition of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, a denomination 
that separated from its national counterparts in 1844 in defense of human enslavement. John Emory, our 
university’s namesake, was a Maryland bishop and an enslaver. Warren Candler, our school’s namesake, 
advocated for Black education—but only within the separate and unequal framework of the segregated South, 
and not at the school that bore his name. We have too often accepted unremarked, and often unawares, the 
white supremacist theologies that have shaped white Christianity in this nation and that separate us from our 
Black and minoritized kin and thus from our God. We confront and confess this sin, and we repent. 
  
We also recognize the broader legacies of white supremacy within our city and our state. The city of Atlanta 
stood as both beacon and barrier to Black southerners in the Jim Crow era, a place of opportunity and a place 
of terror, and then as a birthplace of the Civil Rights Movement and a center of white supremacist resistance. 
Racist histories of school segregation, unequal school funding, redlining, racist housing policies, and unequal 
access to health care have shaped the landscape in which we live and learn. Black Georgians suffer 
disproportionately from the coronavirus pandemic even as they provide the state’s most essential labor in its 
midst. Georgia’s history of convict labor, incarceration, and racist policing stretches unbroken from the 
nineteenth century to the present. These practices have always been contested by Black activists. We stand in 
solidarity with the protests and demonstrations against racial violence and injustice that manifest that tradition 
of activism in this very moment.  
 
As individuals, we stand in diverse religious and theological traditions that shape our commitments to justice. 
Together, we teach in a Christian theological school. This affirmation, confession, and commitment reflect core 
convictions of the Christian faith: 
● Each human being is a beloved child of God, a bearer of God’s own image of creativity and love;  
● God calls us to tend first to the vulnerable, the harmed, and the oppressed;  
● The health of the Body of Christ depends on the health of each of its members;  
● God’s peace is inextricably interwoven with God’s justice; and  
● God’s work in us is ongoing such that we stand in perpetual need of transformation and healing. 

In its ideology, its theology, its practices, and its structures, white supremacy is a heresy that denies these core 
truths of the Christian faith. As long as white people participate in and benefit from white supremacy, we 
cannot be the people God calls us to be and we continue to undermine the kingdom of God. We desecrate the 



body of God when we participate in violence against Black and other minoritized people, whether through 
action, inaction, feigned ignorance, silence, or uncritical acceptance of the privileges of whiteness.  
 
We understand that white supremacy is embedded in our nation’s history, culture, and institutions. 
Furthermore, we recognize that white supremacy feeds on a pathological individualism that denies structural 
injustice. Therefore, we seek to do more than re-dedicate ourselves to personal change. We are confessing 
participation in the structural racism of our institution and committing ourselves to active anti-racist practices in 
our pedagogy and governance.  
 
We are painfully aware of the many ways public statements like this go wrong and fall short. And we are also 
deeply aware of how statements alone are not enough. But we recognize that the complicity of silence 
outweighs the risk of mistakes and that speech can be the first step to action. We write in a spirit of humility 
and repentance, aware that we are deeply complicit in the very ideologies and structures we seek to reject. We 
write in a spirit of prayer, asking that God give us the strength and courage to change ourselves and the 
structures that impact our lives together. We write in a spirit of hope, knowing that the God who calls us to 
change also makes the change possible, and that God forgives and corrects our flawed efforts. 
 
Therefore, we make known the confessions and commitments we hold in our hearts. We ask forgiveness for 
where we have almost certainly gotten this wrong.  
 
We confess that: 
 

● We have benefitted from white supremacy.  
● We have failed to challenge the practices of white supremacy in our curriculum, pedagogy, governance, 

and community life.  
● We have opted for shallow claims of peace and unity at the expense of the deeper work of justice.  
● We have mistaken white shame and guilt for the real work of collaborative efforts toward racial justice. 
● We have responded to criticism and challenging feedback with defensiveness, justification, and 

narcissism, instead of being open to learning, correction, and transformation. 
● We have allowed our behavior and decisions to be governed by a fear of losing power. 
● We have not purged our institutions of white supremacist worldviews and practices.  

 
It is not enough to affirm our convictions and confess our failures. We know that such statements ring hollow 
without accompanying action. And so, we also name how we will live into these commitments, with specific 
ways in which we plan to take action at Candler and beyond. This list is a living document, part of an ongoing 
conversation and dialogue.  
 
Therefore, we commit to: 

● Build up our understanding of the history and present constructions of race in our context, and the ways in 
which we are implicated in it, past and present:  
○ We are establishing faculty reading groups for 2020-2021 with bibliographies including work on the construction 

of whiteness and books by Black and other authors of color who write on race.  
● Study and practice anti-racist pedagogy and challenge our white faculty colleagues to do so as well: 

○ We will advocate for time at each faculty meeting in 2020-2021 for discussion and application of anti-racist 
pedagogical practice. 

● De-center whiteness in our curriculum, procedures of governance, and community life: 



○ Beginning in 2020-2021, the Curriculum and Policy Committee will now review every core course in our 
curriculum every three years, with particular attention both to the diversity of sources and to assignments that 
honor the diversity of student backgrounds. 

○ When Black and other minoritized colleagues are under-represented in key positions in our governance, we will 
name it and work toward more equitable distribution of leadership. 

○ In meetings, we will amplify ideas and concerns expressed by our Black and minoritized colleagues. 
○ We will make special effort to participate in community events (worship, special lectures, etc.) that center the 

voices of Black colleagues and students.  
● Advocate for institutional policies and practices that contribute to the well-being of Black and other 

minoritized faculty, staff, and students:  
○ Aware of the cultural taxation that many of our Black and other minoritized faculty colleagues experience, we 

ask the Personnel and Academic Policy Committee to identify tangible and creative means of honoring that work 
and reducing its burden. 

○ We will listen to Black and other minoritized colleagues and advocate for policies and programs that they 
experience as nourishing their academic life and vocational pursuits.  

○ We will invite quarterly reports during faculty meetings from the Candler Staff Advisory Council so that faculty 
will be educated about and responsive to the needs of staff.  

○ We support the Black Student Caucus’s call for Candler to direct resources to address the grief, hurt, and 
trauma that systemic racism and racist violence introduce into students’ lives and into the lives of their 
communities.  

○ We will support the Office of Student Life and student organizations representing the needs of 
under-represented minorities (such as the Black Student Caucus) with our personal presence, academic 
resources, and advocacy.  

○ We will advocate for compliance with the recommendations of Candler’s Community and Diversity Committee. 
○ We will contribute to a faculty culture that attends to the impact of policies, practices, and current events on 

Black and other minoritized faculty, staff, and students. 
○ Understanding their importance for emotional health, we will respect the sanctity and autonomy of Black spaces.  

● Support Black leadership in our institution and community  
○ We will align ourselves with organizations and events led by Black colleagues and students. 
○ We are identifying Black-led organizations in our own communities that are working toward racial justice and 

supporting them with our time and our resources.  

With these confessions and commitments, we re-dedicate ourselves to the ongoing process of sanctification, the 
conversion of self, the healing of relationship, and the transformation of structures. We are aware that every 
commitment will likely prompt another confession, but we pledge to keep trying to relinquish the power of white 
supremacy in our lives and lessen its grip on our learning community. And we pledge to continue the process of 
risk, confession, repentance, and reform. May God give us the courage to do what is required to create a 
learning community of justice, healing, and transformation. 
 
White Faculty Currently Serving Candler School of Theology 
If you are a current white faculty member and you would like to sign this document and make these commitments, please 
email your name and title to Jennifer Ayres. 
 
Ellen Ott Marshall, Associate Professor of Christian Ethics and Conflict Transformation 
Jennifer R. Ayres, Associate Professor of Religious Education and Director of the Doctor of Ministry Program 
Alison Collis Greene, Associate Professor of American Religious History 
Jonathan Strom, Professor of Church History, Senior Associate Dean 
Joel Marcus LeMon, Associate Professor of Old Testament 
Letitia M. Campbell, Assistant Professor in the Practice of Ethics and Society, and Director of Contextual 

Education I and CPE 
Ted Smith, Professor of Preaching and Ethics 

mailto:jrayres@emory.edu


Thomas Elliott, Jr., Associate Professor in the Practice of Practical Theology, Director of Con Ed II, Teaching 
Parish, and Internships 

Elizabeth M. Bounds, Associate Professor of Christian Ethics  
Anne Burkholder, Associate Dean of Methodist Studies and Professor in the Practice of Ecclesiology 
Elizabeth W. Corrie, Associate Professor in the Practice of Youth Education and Peacebuilding 
Larry M. Goodpaster, Bishop-in-Residence 
Timothy P. Jackson, Professor of Christian Ethics 
Susan Reynolds, Assistant Professor of Catholic Studies 
Steven J. Kraftchick, Professor in the Practice of New Testament Interpretation 
Deanna Womack, Assistant Professor of History of Religions and Multifaith Relations 
Ryan Bonfiglio, Assistant Professor in the Practice of Old Testament; Director of The Candler Foundry 
Kyle Lambelet, Postdoctoral Fellow 
Susan E. Hylen, Associate Professor of New Testament 
Tara Nancy Doyle, Visiting Research Scholar 
David S. Pacini, Professor of Historical and Philosophical Theology 
Anthony Briggman, Associate Professor of Early Christianity 
Marie Friedmann Marquardt, Scholar-in-Residence 
R. Kendall Soulen, Professor of Systematic Theology 
Jan Love, Dean and Professor of Christianity and World Politics; Interim Provost and Executive Vice President, 

Emory University 
Pierce Lang Lowrey, Professor in the Practice of Church Leadership and Director of the Episcopal and Anglican 

Studies Program 
Walter T. Wilson, Professor of New Testament 
Joy McDougall, Associate Professor of Systematic Theology 
Richard Manly Adams, Jr., Margaret A. Pitts Assistant Professor in the Practice of Theological Bibliography 
L. Edward Phillips, Associate Professor of Worship and Liturgical Theology 
John Snarey, Franklin Parker Professor of Human Development and Ethics 
Ian A. McFarland, Robert W. Woodruff Professor of Theology 
 
 
Supporting Signatories 
Although this document and set of commitments are particular to the work that current white faculty must do, we invite 
current or retired faculty and staff members who endorse the spirit of this statement and/or would like to join us in any part of 
these actions to add their signatures. If you would like to add your name, please email your name and title to Jennifer Ayres. 
 
Carol A. Newsom, Charles Howard Candler Professor Emerita of Old Testament 
Jacob L. Wright, Assoc. Prof. of Hebrew Bible (signed as a Jewish member of the faculty)  
Don E. Saliers , W. R. Cannon Professor Of Theology and Worship, Emeritus; Theologian-in-Residence 
Alice Hunt, Executive Director, American Academy of Religion 
Sarah Bogue, Director of Digital Learning 
Belle Miller McMaster, Director of Advanced Studies Emerita 
Rex D. Matthews, Research Fellow and Professor Emeritus in the Practice of Historical Theology and Wesleyan 

Studies 
James L. Waits, Dean Emeritus and Asa Griggs Candler Emeritus Professor of Divinity 
Thomas G. Long, Bandy Professor Emeritus of Preaching 
Brooks Holifield, Charles Howard Candler Professor of American Church History, Emeritus 
Steven M. Tipton, Charles Howard Candler Professor Emeritus of Sociology of Religion; Senior Research Fellow 
Steffen Lösel, Theologian and Pastor, Evangelical-Lutheran Church in Bavaria 
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R. Kevin LaGree, former Dean and Professor of Divinity 
Barbara Day Miller, Associate Dean Emerita for Worship and Music; Associate Professor Emerita in the Practice 

of Liturgy and Music 
Jon P. Gunnemann, Professor of Social Ethics, Emeritus 
Kwok Pui Lan, Dean's Professor of Systematic Theology 
Mary Lou Greenwood Boice, Former Associate Dean of Admissions and Financial Aid and of Development and 

Alumni Relations 
Arun W. Jones, Dan and Lillian Hankey Assoc. Prof. of World Evangelism 
Robyn W. Pollette, Manager, Faculty Development and Educational Support 
L. Wesley de Souza, Arthur J. Moore Associate Professor in the Practice of Evangelism 
Jillinda Weaver, Director of YTI and YTI IMPACT 
Helen Jin Kim, Assistant Professor of American Religious History 
Shelly E. Hart, Director of Academic Administration and Registrar 
Roger S. Nam , Acting Professor of Hebrew Bible 
Sarah Carlson, Director of Career Services and Adjunct Professor 
Brinna Michael, Cataloging and Metadata Librarian, Pitts Theology Library 
Karen D. Scheib, Professor of Pastoral Care and Pastoral Theology, Emerita 
Armin Siedlecki, Head of Cataloging and Rare Book Cataloger 
Ellen Echols Purdum, Assistant Dean of Student Life and Spiritual Formation 
Peng Yin, Postdoctoral Fellow  
Philip L. Reynolds, C. H. Candler Professor of Medieval Christianity 
Ann McShane, Project Digital Asset Librarian 
Kevin M. Watson, Associate Professor of Wesleyan and Methodist Studies 
Gregory C. Ellison II, Ph.D., Associate Professor of Pastoral Care and Counseling  
Laurel Hanna, Director of Communications 
David O. Jenkins, Associate Professor Emeritus of Practical Theology 
Theodore R. Weber, Professor Emeritus of Social Ethics 
Claire Asbury Lennox, Communications Specialist 
Russell E. Richey, Dean Emeritus of Candler School of Theology and William R. Cannon Distinguished Professor 

of Church History,  Emeritus 
Antonio Eduardo Alonso, Assistant Professor of Theology and Culture, Director of Catholic Studies 
Rachel Katherine Williams, Admissions Recruiter  
Samuel J. Martinez, Assistant Dean of Admissions and Financial Aid 
Helen Pearson Smith, Emerita Professor of Theology, Acting Director of the Program for Women in Ministry and 

Theology, and Associate Dean for Community Life 
M. Thomas Thangaraj, Professor Emeritus of World Christianity 
Ted Brelsford, Affiliate Associate Professor of Religion & Education 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


