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On May 22, 2021, the Northeastern Pennsylvania Synod hosted a virtual conference called
“Trouble the Water,” an inaugural day of racial justice worship and workshops. The goal of
this event was to help our congregations to be more welcoming to Black, indigenous, and
people of color; and to focus on racial justice and reconciliation within our churches,
communities, and synod. 

“When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not
overwhelm you…” [Isaiah 43:2] This is the promise God made to the people of Israel, in a
time when the whole nation was suffering the consequences of their turning away from their
primary mission: to love God and love neighbor – especially, neighbors with the least
advantages, status and resources. For our time, our church, and our synod, one of our most
troubling issues is the sin of racism. Isaiah goes on to say: “Bring forth the people who are
blind, yet have eyes, who are deaf, yet have ears!” [Is. 43:8] This speaks to the first step to
take into those troubled waters: opening our eyes and ears to see and listen – with minds and
hearts willing to go beneath the smooth surface and stir up the stories and truths that, though
troubling, will clear the way for God “to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not
perceive it? I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert.” [Is. 43:19]
+ Bishop Christopher deForest 

Gaining Strength: Stronger Together



Participants were welcomed with a brief introduction to what we hoped to accomplish, and a
request for participants to join us in that troubled water – to be willing to experience the
discomfort caused by the ripples, and to plan to ride the waves of change and progress that we
hoped to create. The organizers started with a land acknowledgment, acknowledged our
shared national history of racism and discrimination, and explained that such historical
acknowledgment was not about blaming us as individuals today, but about understanding how
we came to be where we are in order to understand how to move forward together. 

Next, we all worshiped together with song, prayer, and a sermon by Rev. Dr. James Thomas
on “The Sins of Racism.” Following worship, The Reverend CeCee Mills delivered an
incredibly powerful keynote address, and after that two sets of concurrent workshops were
offered. The first set of workshop options included Understanding Microaggressions, Trauma-
Informed Neighborhood Engagement, Understanding Implicit Bias, and a presentation on the
community organizing group POWER Northeast. The second set of workshops included
Seeing and Disrupting Racism; Understanding White Privilege; and Church Together (led by
ELCA Director of Racial Justice Jennifer De Leon). 

The “Trouble the Water” event provided important space for honest, difficult conversation:
wrestling with systemic racism and naming our complicity in a broken, inequitable system.
Your gifts cultivate a Synod culture that listens to the stories of all people and actively works
towards reflecting the Kingdom of God. Our ELCA has a mission of encountering 1 million
new, young, and diverse people with the Good News in Jesus Christ. Thank you for your
faithful, generous, and consistent giving to Mission Support. It makes a difference as we
endeavor to live out that mission.   + Rev. Rachael Dietz
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