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Geoffrey Black has completed his first year as president of the United Church of
Christ at a time when the UCC has been emphasizing youth and technology as well
as theology and social justice. Like many mainline denominations, the UCC’s
membership has continued to decline in numbers. Black is the second African
American to lead the UCC.

Who have been your models in ministry?

I grew up in Philadelphia in a working-class family whose religious life revolved
around a progressive Baptist church. The pastor of that church was E. Luther
Cunningham. He was the first African American to serve as the civil service
commissioner, and he was important in integrating the city’s workforce in the 1950s.

Cunningham went to Lincoln University in Pennsylvania, where he was a classmate
of Kwame Nkrumah—the founder of the nation of Ghana. When Ghana became an
independent nation in 1957, our pastor went there for the celebration. That was very
exciting for our church, and the experience has shaped my international sensibility.
The first time I left the country, I went straight to Ghana. I learned that ministry was
more than preaching on Sunday—it was about engagement in the life of the whole
community. It was about justice.

How do you interpret the falling membership numbers in the UCC and
other mainline Protestant churches?

The Protestant mainline and the UCC are going through a period of rediscovering
what makes us committed to and enthusiastic about the gospel. We have to dig
deeper. We cannot rely on the props of the past. America is changing, and we have
lost the language that conveys the centrality and compelling message of Christian
faith. We have to find a new language that speaks to the realities that human beings
are facing.
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How should denominations adapt?

More than ever we need voices of reason and deep spirituality. The voices of
intolerance and hatred are loud. We need to articulate an alternative. For example,
immigrants are going to be the focus of a lot of hostility. We are going to need to
find a way to rebuild American society with immigrants as an integral part. There is
an innate need for our voices.

The racial divide in American Protestantism between historically black, Hispanic and
white churches needs to dissolve. We need to find strength in the partnerships. In
the midst of the decline, these are crucial things that we can be about—and that
may or may not lead to growth.

What in particular does the UCC need to do?

I was a conference minister for the UCC in New York. The entire industrial north has
seen population shifts because of the demise of industry. That is a factor in the
decline in the UCC’s numbers. That’s where all of our churches were, and the people
aren’t there anymore. We need to accept that reality and ask, where are the people
now? Our task is to catch up with them and try again to reach out to them with the
gospel. It is an increasingly secular environment, so it is not the same task it was a
hundred years ago.

I was just talking with a colleague who is working on starting a new church. She said,
“We’ve decided not to build the community around worship as a primary element.
Not that we are not going to do worship or be worshipful, but we’ve decided that the
way to engage people might be through service and dialogue.”

She talked about how the church members had engaged in a service project and
then had worship and reflection at the end of the day. They had volunteers who had
come out of desire to do service. Those people were bowled over and very much
interested in the worship aspect, but they never would have responded to an
invitation to come to a worship service.

In the Protestant mainline, we’ve not been attentive to a creative approach to
evangelism. To a lot of people, that’s the e-word. If you say evangelism,
manipulative forms of proselytizing come to mind. And that negative sort of
evangelism still goes on. People shy away from it. But we have to find ways of
sharing the gospel.



The UCC recently decided to make an effort to start new churches. How did
that come about?

We have launched an ecumenical, nonprofit parachurch organization to work on
starting and revitalizing churches. It is called the Center for Progressive Renewal.
We’ve decided to do this work ecumenically with the Disciples of Christ, the
Episcopal Church and other partners.

We’ve come to the conclusion that we need to start progressive churches—churches
that are open and affirming, churches that are about radical
inclusivity—multicultural, multiracial, justice-oriented churches that don’t have
reservations about being those things. Our identity is crystallizing as a progressive
denomination that tries to embrace a spectrum of theological views. That may sound
like a contradiction, but this is Christianity: we think it is important to stay in
covenantal relationships with the whole Christian family, whose members may be in
different places theologically. But the things we share in common are far more
important.

What strikes you, looking back, about the controversy involving two
members of the UCC: Jeremiah Wright and Barack Obama?

The tragedy of that situation was that one person’s relationship with his faith
communion was a victim of an intensely racialized environment. We were hurt and
disappointed that Barack Obama was forced to make the choice [to break with his
church and his pastor]. I don’t fault him for that; it just lifts up the tragedy of how
damaging racism can be. The only goal [of Obama’s critics] was to stop him from
being president. The people who wanted to stop him went to extreme ends. Our
relationship with one of our members was a casualty of that reality. Believe me,
Barack Obama would be welcome home any time.

Several denominations are now divided over the issue of ordaining gays
and lesbians. How would you regard the UCC’s experience of having
affirmed the place of gays in ministry?

It can be a painful ordeal to reach the conclusion that God is calling you to be an
inclusive denomination, to include all people and to make that “all” mean people
who have sexual orientations that have been shunned by the Christian tradition. But
there is great joy, excitement and fulfillment in doing that. People should be able to
experience the blessing of community and have the sense that they are loved by



God. Pain occurs when there are brothers and sisters who cannot accept that. But
doing what you discern is God will—there is no greater fulfillment than that.

Ironically, there is no Christian community without gay and lesbian people. As long
as you are reaching out, preaching the gospel and baptizing people, people are
going to grow up in the church, and some of them are going to discover that they
are gay or lesbian. This is not something that can ever be expunged from a dynamic
community.

Those who are seeking closure on this issue are in our prayers. It is not over for us,
because the issue of inclusivity ultimately becomes a congregational issue. While at
the national level and in many of our conferences the issue seems to be decided,
there are still many local churches that struggle with it. But at least there is some
clarity and direction for those who remain a part of the UCC.

CORRECTION: The Century interview (August 10) with Geoffrey Black, president
of the United Church of Christ, mistakenly asserted that he is the
first African American to be president of the denomination. He is the
second. Joseph H. Evans served as UCC president from 1976 to 1977. The text has
been corrected here.


