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4 Black and White
While great strides have been made to even the playing field between the 
White majority and the non-White population in Fort Wayne, there are 
many examples where at least some of our neighbors feel the playing field 
is not only uneven, but may not even be open to them.  
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Christian faith communities look on Sundays. 
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Fort Wayne’s theatre community wants all ethnicities to audition and  
supports non-traditional casting.

22 Fort Wayne United Helps   
             Show The Way
Services don’t impact people and families as much; it’s the relationship that 
helps us work together. 
 
 

27 afterword

My friend Rob is a retired Air Force 
MP [military policeman] who, in his 
tours in Europe, became an amateur 
bodybuilder.  That’s how I met Rob.   
I was looking for a trainer and his 
gym was close to my church.  He was 
good and understood how to build 
muscles, even in scrawny pastors.  
Over time, Rob became a good 
friend.  We talked about our families, 
our kids, our hopes for the future, 
and our frustrations.  Rob was not a 
church-goer, but he was fascinated 
with the nuances of my job.  Rob 
taught me everything I know about 
physical wellness.  We would both 
say that we’re good friends.  Rob also 
happens to be African-American.

After a number of years of being  
together and after a particularly  
strenuous workout, I asked Rob, 
“Would you tell me about being 
Black.”  I thought we were good 
enough friends that I could ask this 
and he could answer without either 
of us being offended. His answer 
changed me.  He said, “I’m aware of 

being Black every day. I’m aware of it 
when I wake up.  I bet you don’t wake 
up and think, ‘I’m White.’  That’s 
what it’s like.”

My friend was right. I never really 
thought about being White.  No 
one ever asked me to seriously think 
about it.  

We banter around terms like “White 
Privilege,” and it can sound offensive 
in some of our ears.  My friend helped 
me understand what that term really 
means.  It means I don’t have to think 
about a lot of things.  It means I don’t 
have to think about who I am.  I can 
just “be,” and no one really questions 
that.  I don’t really have to be aware 
of myself if I don’t want to be.  When 
racial issues bubble to the surface — 
in the news or in our lives — I’m sure 
we’re all tempted to think, “why can’t 
we just ‘be’?”  Rob helped me see that 
this can be pretty hard when someone 
or something is always reminding you 
that you’re different.

It can be uncomfortable to be remind-
ed that you’re different and that this 
makes a difference.  As we prepared 
this issue of Thinking Out Loud, I 
heard again and again stories of what 

it is like to be made to feel different 
in ways I simply take for granted — to 
raise my kids, live in my house, go 
to my job, or drive in my car.  In my 
job as a pastor, we like to say that the 
color of my skin doesn’t make a differ-
ence to God and it shouldn’t to any of 
us.  Yet, in the real world, it does.

A long time ago, my friend Rob gave 
me a great gift.  Rob made me aware 
of myself and more aware of my 
world.  In this issue of Thinking  
Out Loud, no one is proposing a  
“solution,” — only an extended  
conversation to help each of us  
become more aware — aware of  
ourselves and the world in which  
we live.  Thanks to my friend Rob, 
 every day I’m aware of the fact that 
I’m White and I hope that I can use 
that to make a difference.  I hope  
you can be a little more aware of  
who you are, too.

Peace, 
 
 
 
Pastor Gary Erdos
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In the history of Fort Wayne, much as the  

history of the country, the issue of race and  

equality has been a looming presence,  

sometimes seemingly still and calm, other  

times turbulent and raw. While some  

to great strides made to even the playing field 

between the White majority and the non-White  

population in Fort Wayne, there are many  

examples where at least some of our neighbors  

feel the playing field is not only uneven,  

but may not even be open to them. We recently  

invited a small group of local leaders to talk  

about race relations in Fort Wayne, especially  

between Whites and African Americans. 

&
When the topic of conversation is race, and the 
group is interracial, people can be uncomfortable, 
or awkward.  It’s still a very sensitive subject, and no 
one wants to wander into painful territory, especially 
unintentionally.  It’s important to make the space to 
be outside of our comfort zones.

The Rev. Dr. Gary Erdos, senior pastor at Trinity  
English Lutheran Church, set the tone by sharing  
a conversation he had years ago with a friend in  

Virginia who was a retired Air Force MP, and an  
African American.  Pastor Erdos asked his friend  
what it was like, really, to be a Black man.  His friend 
said, “Well, every morning, when I wake up, I am 
aware of the fact that I am African American.  I bet 
you never have to think about being White. “  

“And he was right,” said Pastor Erdos. “And now  
I think about that almost every morning.”

by Rebecca Karcher
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Willing to Be Uncomfortable
Former FWCS Board member and past YWCA  
executive director Becky Hill agreed.  “How often 
do I think about my race?  I think about it every day, 
because of the work I did at the YWCA...it was  
easily the most difficult work I did in my life.”  Hill’s 
awareness of her own ethnicity partly came about  
as a result of the many presentations she gave with 
her long-time friend Rosetta Moses-Hill (no relation), 
a former executive at IBM, whose life had similarities 
with Becky’s: two sons, handsome husbands, respect-
ed professional careers.  The big difference was their 
race.  Their presentation of White Privilege/Black 
Baggage helped them mine deep truths and brought 
the topic to audiences throughout the community, 
allowing a glimpse into life realities for our neighbors 
that most of us don’t know, can’t understand, and 
may not realize exist.

Ivy Tech Vice Chancellor of Student Success 
Chris Cathcart said, “Every minute of every day is 
about race, to me…I got up this morning and I was 
TIRED…I spent all day yesterday answering the  
questions about what I feel about kneeling in foot-
ball…I spent all day explaining why this is a thing 
…and I am tired.”  It generally happens more often to 
African Americans that they are called on to explain 
something to the majority population, when they 
may have no more connection to that action than the 
person who asked the question.  It’s worth noting how 
unusual it is for a White person to be asked to speak 
for an entire race of people, while Blacks are familiar 
with being the spokesperson of an entire group.

County Council representative Sharon Tucker thinks 
her mornings are probably like most everyone else’s.  
“I don’t think about race, EVER…until you make me 
think about it, “she says.  “When we wake up at home, 
we don’t think, ‘Oh, we’re going to be Black today’…
we wake up and say, ‘What are you dong today, when 
are you coming home, what do you want for dinner?’  
And then when we leave the comfort of our home,  
we have to be confronted with it: but at home, we 
wake up HUMAN.  We say, ‘You better make sure  
the dishes are done when I get back.’”

Being from Somewhere Else
David Nicole, president and CEO of United Way  
of Allen County, moved here from Charleston.   
“In  Charleston,” he says, “race is different.  They’re 

still fighting the Civil War — I’m sorry, The ‘War of 
Northern Aggression’.  I moved here, and I have some 
conversations, make some friends who don’t look  
like me, and then we have conversations.  And I  
realize I know NOTHING about race.”

Cathcart says when he moved to Fort Wayne, from 
Atlanta, he wasn’t sure what to expect.  “One night, 
I was going to Roanoke, I think to Joseph DeCuis, 
and a guy said, ‘don’t be around that neighborhood at 
night because it’s Klan territory’ — another Black man 
telling me I am not safe here: what was I supposed to 
do with that information?”

His experience was not unique.  “I got told not to go 
to Huntington,”  said Edmond O’Neal, president of 
Northeast Indiana Works.

Taking a Knee
We may all live in the same community, but our 
perspectives are likely very different.  We experience 
things differently.  We see through different lenses, 
based on our personal and cultural history.  Nowhere 
has this been more apparent recently than when  
the whole country wanted to weigh in on the NFL 
players who decided to participate in a form of  
peaceful protest.

Hill pointed to that controversy as a metaphor for  
differences.  “What Whites do not understand about 
the experience of African Americans in our communi-
ty, in football or anywhere is that when you see these 
gentlemen kneeling, it has to do with racism, despite 
what (anybody) said.  And in the U.S., it is a basic 
right to be able to put the knee on the ground and  
say I am treated differently in this world.”

Tucker says the point is not whether you agree with 
their statement; it is whether you agree they have the 
right to their statement.  “You don’t get the freedom to 
have it both ways,” she said.  “You don’t get to decide 
how the football players get to exercise their rights.  
Either you support their freedom of speech, which 
they can use anyway they want — or you don’t sup-
port it.  But you don’t get to support HOW they use  
it, or tell them HOW to make their point.”

O’Neal agreed.  “This concept that it’s a disgrace or a 
dishonor to the country is wrong.  Their protest is not 
against flag or country, it’s against the state of affairs 
in the country, against what has become the accepted 
status quo.”

 Do We Have to Talk?

“I don’t think about race, EVER…until you 

 

 

 

 

make me think about it. When we wake up 

 

 

 

 

at home, we don’t think, ‘Oh, we’re going 

 

 

 

 

to be Black today’…we wake up HUMAN.”

William C. “Chris” Cathcart,  
Vice Chancellor of Student Success, 
Ivy Tech Fort Wayne Campus

Becky Hill, community 
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CIC, AAI, AI,  
Allen County  
Councilwoman

Edmond O’Neal, 
President, Northeast 
Indiana Works
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Tabitha Ervin, also a transplant from Michigan, says 
she is still figuring out Fort Wayne.  While she says 
she feels like she can navigate Fort Wayne really well 
much of the time, a recent incident reminded her that 
it’s not all smooth sailing.  A colleague with whom she 
is Facebook Friends recently shared a post from Ben 
Carson. And she put “Amen” with little hands, like 
praying,” said Ervin. “My response was “Ouch!”   
This person who knows me, shares this post and 
apparently doesn’t even consider I am an African 
American woman and how I might feel about this. 
How can I navigate a conversation about how this 
could potentially offend me?”

Ervin recalls one of the first conversations the two 
had. Ervin sat her down and said, “This might be  
the hardest conversation of your life,” and went  
on to state her expectations with an eye toward  
inclusivity and diversity “But she said to me,  
‘I have never had this conversation in my life.   
I have always made sure I thought about men  
and women, of all ages, but I have never once  
thought about someone who wasn’t White.’”

“She had never thought about it!” said Ervin, still a 
bit incredulous.  “So then, I have to think, what is MY 
role in educating people who says this to me…is it my 
role now, to represent diversity and educated Black 
women…my mind is blown.”  

A-ha Moments
O’Neal says he thinks about race at home more now 
that he has a child.  “It didn’t hit me in the face until 
recently.  My 4-year-old son yesterday said, ‘Look, 
Dad, there’s a police.’   And I said, ‘OK,’ and he said, 
‘He’s going to get us’ and I said,  ‘For what, Preston, 
what did we do?’  My son said, ‘I don’t know, but he’s 
going to get us.’  He’s done nothing!  He’s 4 years old. 
Where did that come from?”

Nicole recalls one of his first moments of enlighten-
ment that his view of the world was not shared by 
everyone when a group of colleagues was returning 
to Charleston on a bus, back from Florida.  When 
the bus broke down in Georgia, they milled around a 
convenience store to pass the time.  One of the group, 
an African American woman, suddenly looked  
stricken.  Nicole went to her to see  what was wrong. 
She was staring, fixated, at a display of keychains. 
Nicole follows her line of sight and the realization of 
what he was seeing and what it meant, dawned on 

him.  He was looking at a KKK logo on a keychain.  
“KKK. On a keychain.  In a store.  Being sold.  I’ve  
seen those keychains,” he said.  “It never occurred  
to me the impact it would have.  My brain opened.  
Oh.  It MEANS something.”

Nicole went on to say that incident, along with other  
moments of learning, helped him to reframe his  
personal story and see himself as part of the larger  
conversation.  “Part of my job, as a White male, is  
to be part of that conversation (about race).  I’ve  
never once been worried about being shot when I  
got pulled over.  Never had the conversation about 
keeping hands on the wheel.  So I am trying to  
figure out my role in that conversation.”

Nicole wants to give his children a broader view than 
he had.  “I am trying to make sure my kids (9 and 7) 
don’t have the experience I had…and come to the 
realization at 38 that you have White privilege!  It hits 
you like a Mack truck,” he said.

Cathcart clarified, “When people say “privilege”  
it’s not to make you feel bad…it’s just an awareness.”  
That may be one of the conversational stumbling 
blocks: the awareness that White privilege is not 
something you asked for, or earned.  But once  
you have awareness, it is your responsibility to  
understand how it impacts you, and others.

O’Neal knows that Whites aren’t as attuned to the 
concept.  “One of the things Chris said on a recent 
panel discussion is so true: as a minority, you are 
required to assimilate every day: as a majority, you 
just aren’t.  You don’t live it every day.”  He went on to 
say that racism may not be expressed in stereotypical 
ways of years past, but it’s still common.  “I want to 
see what your perspective is before you know where I 
went to school or what I do for a living.  Once people 
find out I went to Stanford, I become smart…but I am 
the same person you were looking at five minutes ago.  

 “It’s not necessarily a White male in overalls, leaning 
on the back of a truck with a Confederate flag yelling 
(racial epithet) — though that actually happened to 
me, when I lived in Texas; it’s usually much simpler.”  
O’Neal went on to say, “My ears are pierced…I have  
a bunch of tattoos.  I can be found on a Saturday in 
basketball shorts and Air Jordans and a wife beater 
t-shirt…When we bought the house, I went to my 
neighbor across the street, I stuck my hand out to 
introduce myself, I said, ‘I’m Edmond; my family and 

I are moving in across the street…’ and he shook my 
hand.  This was literally his response, ‘We’re probably 
moving now.’  I figured some folks would look at us 
funny, but I didn’t think it would be that quick.”

Growing Up
Tucker recalls her mother’s reluctance to talk about 
their family’s past.  “My mom would never, ever, ever 
talk about her growing up in Clarksville Mississippi; 
never talk about what it was like being a cotton picker. 
She would only talk to us about education, getting a 
job; she wanted us to compete, get an education,  
get a good job.  We were never raised knowing  

African American history.  I had to seek out…I was 
raised in a White world… my mom sheltered us  
from the racism…she kept us out of it...I didn’t  
know there were things we couldn’t do…I am the  
only Black person at my job, on Council; the only one  
who goes to certain events… and if a lot of African 
Americans are around, I would get uncomfortable… 
other than Sunday morning, at church.

Ervin’s upbringing was similar.  “We went to a private 
school but went to a Black church on Sunday.  Our 
daughter is fair-skinned.  She is three; her best friend 
is Asian: the world is amazing right now.  But we 
know at some point, her world will be White and 

 
It happened while driving north 
along I-69 on a road trip with the 
Martin Luther King Montessori 
School teaching staff. We were on 
our way to a three day Montessori 
training in Michigan.  I was one of 
three White staff among the major-
ity Black staff.  I had been executive 
director of this extraordinary school 
for about three years.  On this day 
in 1986, I was driving the van north 
from Fort Wayne, group-singing 
loudly the many pre-school chil-
dren’s songs our teachers loved. 

As we took a break from our lusty 
singing, I announced that we would 
be having lunch paid for by the 
school’s Board of Directors at Win 
Schuler’s.  It is a lovely restaurant in 
the small town of Marshall, Michigan, 
where my family lived for 11 years 
before moving to the big city of Fort 
Wayne.  Even though some of the 
passengers knew of the restaurant, I 
didn’t hear any “hoorays” or “that’s 
great” from the people behind me. 

I remember feeling somewhat 
confused, and I tried to look around 
to see what was going on.  One of 
the Black teachers leaned up to my 
ear and said, “The staff would feel 

uncomfortable going anywhere off 
of the main highway.”  I remember 
saying, “Sure, ok,” and then taking 
votes for McDonald’s or Wendy’s.

I don’t remember which fast food 
shop won because my head was 
reeling.  I was not ignorant of racism. 
I knew I had work to do on myself, 
but I had never been face to face with 
the reality of the fear of racism.  As 
Peggy McIntosh says in her words 
about White Privilege, I was “com-
petent, comfortable and oblivious of 
the privilege I had”.  That incident 
moved me to find ways to force 
my brainwashed self to find more 
answers, to learn about the mistakes 
I’d made and to realize all that I don’t 
know.  That was a long time ago and 
I remember like it was yesterday.  I 
still don’t know all that I don’t know, 
but I have learned so much through 
the generosity of people of color who 
have shared their stories with me. 
Those stories continue to humble 
me as I realize that there are many 
universes in our world and my White 
one is the only one I know well and 
take for granted.

After years of attending anti-racism 
trainings and being a presenter 
about white privilege, I have found 

there are a few things you can do to 
take a step on the journey of under-
standing the reality of racism.

1. Google and read Professor Peggy 
McIntosh’s “Unpacking the Invisible 
Knapsack.”  Her words continue to 
impact my life after being introduced 
to her writings nearly 30 years ago.

2. As you begin a one-way journey 
of enlightenment, try to keep your 
defensive voice and thoughts still. 
It is not until we can hear others’ 
stories and accept them at face value 
without minimizing them that we 
will finally understand the pain  
of racism and the toll its daily  
onslaught demands.

3. Don’t make assumptions  
(read “The Four Agreements” by 
Don Miguel Ruiz).  Our assumptions 
are continually wrong, leading us  
to make up stories that have no  
basis or truth.  Those stories often 
produce fear which pushes us  
backward in every way.

I am still on that van heading for 
Michigan.  It was a pivotal moment 
for me that affects me daily. Please 
join me on this van.  It’s a trip  
you’ll never forget. 

A Trip You’ll Never Forget
by Becky Hill



Black and Asian and Hispanic… How can I show her 
what diversity looks like?  How do I make sure she  
is intentional so she sees all of these environments?   
I don’t know how I’ll do that as a parent.”

O’Neal also lived in two worlds.  He went to a  
private school, but “School wasn’t real life,” he  
said.  “I actually did grow up different.  My mother 
worked, on the line, 10-14 hours a day, six days a  
week.  My grandparents watched me or I was home 
alone.  My neighbors did not have shoes.  Seriously.  
When we’d play outside, I was one of two kids in  
the neighborhood with shoes.”

The Name Game
“To this day, “Cathcart said, “people say I got this job 
because I was Black.  We moved to Atlanta when I 
was in high school, and I had never seen so many 
Black people in one place.  I didn’t know where to get 
my hair cut or how to talk to people: it was culture 
shock.  But my mother didn’t encourage me to fit in. 
She was very clear about expectations: I was to speak 
correctly and things like that.  My first and middle 
names are very European:  ‘William Christopher.’ 
Nothing about that tells you I am Black.”

Tucker said, “People are waiting for William  
Christopher to come in!”

O’Neal said, “I have literally walked into an interview  
and given my name, which is Edmond C. O’Neal the 
third.  The receptionist said, ‘You must be early.’  I 
said, ‘No; I’m him,’” he said. “It absolutely happens.”

Diversity Achieved?
African American professionals can feel a bit lonely. 
O’Neal said,  “This roundtable discussion has more 
African Americans than most meetings I am in.  
I am mostly The One.”

Tucker agreed, and said it seems people stop when 
they can check the box: “There’s always only just 
ONE, so people can FEEL like they’ve made it 
balanced or FEEL like we’re diverse because there’s 
ONE…ONE female ONE African American…but 
you’re not really looking for systemic change.”

“It’s a step,” O’Neal said.  “We’re at a point where we 
will open the door for anybody, but we won’t bring 
them to our kitchen table.  I wholeheartedly agree.  I 

think it’s a great analogy: progress has been made, 
and people are more accepting, but you can’t come  
in my house and we eat a meal together.”

“And that isn’t just my literal four walls,” said Tucker. 
“We can work together, we can ride the bus together, 
we can shop together, but you aren’t coming into my 
house or my block, or my neighborhood.”

Open the Doors
We have to start getting to know each other, as people. 
We have to start inviting people into our homes and 
having dinner at our kitchen tables.  Kitchen tables 
are where conversations happen, and conversations 
lead to friendships. That’s where change begins.  
Nicole said he gets tired of hearing his peers (other 
agency CEOs) say they can’t get minority candidates 
for their boards or that there aren’t enough minority 
professionals to fill the seats.  “Then you don’t have 
relationships,” Nicole says to them.

“I get tired of hearing all the time how there are no 
qualified minorities,” said Tucker.  “That is so not 
true.  So many are looking for an opportunity to be  
involved.  It might be on you, though, to make it 
known you’re looking for them.  Other races don’t  
usually have that door opener for them.  It can be  
so much harder for minorities who don’t have a  
network.  I am talking about people with skills,  
but they’re unable to get through the door, because  
no one can open it for them.”

O’Neal sums it up: “The hard part is cracking the 
network…as a Black person, you still have to have 
someone to open the door, someone in the room  
to vouch for you.”

Next time you have the chance to talk with someone 
who looks different from you, may you have the  
courage and the curiosity to ask questions.  Get to 
know that person as a person.  Maybe invite them  
to a meal at your kitchen table. Opening doors for 
others to participate more fully in community life 
benefits all of us. 
 
Rebecca Karcher is Director of Communication and Community  
Engagement at Trinity English Lutheran Church.
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happen, and conversations lead to friendships. 
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LW: What I love about God is 
He loves diversity.  He created us 
all different.  We ARE different, in 
many ways.  For you to look at me 
and say I just see Luther and not to  
recognize Luther as a Black man  
is to deny my diversity…I can’t 
appreciate who you are if we  
don’t acknowledge the truth  
of the differences.
GE: You know, the Galatians verse 
(3:28) talks about those divisions 
we’ve set up to be barriers to God: 
“There is neither Jew nor Gentile, 
neither slave nor free, nor is there 
male and female, for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus.” (NIV)  That 
acknowledges we are different, but 
says we can’t use what’s different 
to separate us from one another. 
LW: We are different, in some 
ways!  The style of worship is differ-
ent.  We agree on 95% but we fo-
cus on the 5% that we don’t.  There 
has to be an appreciation for that 
uniqueness that God has created.
LW: When I look out at a group of 
Blacks and Whites and Hispanic 
people…I really feel like I am  
getting a glimpse of heaven.  You 
know there isn’t a Black heaven 
and a Lutheran heaven…we’re  
all there, together.  
GE: It’s hard to keep focus on that 
vision though, because, when I 

want to talk to you about Jesus,  
I have to be the steward of the 
building and figure out how to keep 
the lights on and paying the bills…
LW: And as beautiful as our edific-
es are, as much money as we raise 
for the buildings…God isn’t coming 
back for the buildings.  He’s coming 
back for us, for the people.
GE: I think people today are 
looking to the faith community and 
to the churches to be more vocal 
about social injustice and to be 
more involved in the community; 
not withdraw from it.
LW: We are living in a time today 
more than ever when people are 
looking for the church to have an 
answer.  We see frustration with 
the church because the church has 
been quiet...We need to become 
more engaging, to sit on commit-
tees.  Sometimes when you go in 
wearing a clerical collar, and it’s 
almost as if the church is out of 
place.  We have to change that.  
We have been called to be a voice 
in the community.  Government 
can’t solve it all.  
GE: Government was never meant 
to solve it all!  But we, as the faith 
community, can address issues 
much more deeply.  We aren’t just 
social service organization; we do 
what we can because of who we 
are.  Because of our faith.

LW: And yet, when we say our 
religious jargon, “We’ll pray for you, 
you should pray about it,” it just 
isn’t realistically enough sometimes.  
Sometimes, we don’t need to pray: 
God has already given us the an-
swer.  We just need to get to work.  
The frustrating part for people can 
be when they see injustice, but the 
best I can get out of you is “I’ll pray” 
— I don’t need that, I need you to 
link arms and walk with me so we 
can address issues together.
GE:  At the heart of it is I need you 
to be my friend (not just colleague) 
so as a friend, I can say this is what 
I worry about…And I feel it…I feel 
the burden my friend has to carry 
and I figure out how to help carry 
that burden.  We need to know  
each other. 
LW: Our friendship allows us to 
become transparent with each 
other.  My White brother can ask 
me a question to understand Black 
community better…he isn’t intim-
idated…he doesn’t need to worry 
about saying something silly or 
wrong, because the relationship is 
there…I know his heart. 
When we can have a relationship 
where we can be authentic, then 
you know me.  When I tell you that 
the best sound, the greatest sound 
I could ever hear once my son  
started driving was the sound of  

the garage door going up… 
because he made it home.  My  
biggest worry once we moved to 
the southwest part of town was 
what if he ran into a cop who didn’t 
think we belonged there?
GE:  And I have two sons and I 
never had that worry.  I don’t want 
you to take on that concern alone… 
we should be able to talk together 
about how we can reduce that  
worry for all parents.  There are a  
lot of issues we should — and can 
— work on, together. 
LW:  We can work with each other 
on issues that impact and affect our 
community.  I believe the voice of 
the church has to begin to speak a 
little bit louder.  We can’t just speak 
it inside the sanctuary; we have to 
speak it outside the sanctuary.
GE: But we the people aren’t  
familiar with each other.  We  
might work together, but are we 
building friendships outside of  
our  ‘bubbles?’
LW: We need to get back to  
engaging…sitting down for  
coffee, talk about our community, 
talk about how we can work  
together.  We may not rally ALL the 
churches together, but what impact 
would we make a few at a time?  
A flicker becomes a flame. 

The Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., once said “it is    
   appalling that the most segregated hour of Christian  
                  America is eleven o’clock on Sunday morning.”   

         Has anything changed? Should it? Two pastors  
   recently sat down to talk about how Fort Wayne’s       
Christian faith communities look on Sundays.

Luther Whitfield, (LW),  

senior pastor at New Covenant 

Worship Center, and  

Gary Erdos, (GE), senior pastor 

at Trinity English Lutheran 

Church talk about  

how congregations can be  

more welcoming to  

diversity and whether that’s 

even an issue today.
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      t was an ice cream social, and my  
      daughter wanted seconds.  So she  
      got back in line.

      But when she reached the person  
      serving the ice cream, she was  
      sent to the back of the line, and  
      had to wait again.

Was it because she was getting 
seconds and the children behind her 
had not yet had any?  I couldn’t tell; 
I didn’t know if the other children 
were getting seconds or not.  Had 
she — one of my greatest fears — not 
been polite?  In either case, the back 
of the line was where she belonged.

Or was it because she was the  
lone Black child in a sea of White 
children?

There is no way to know — and  
that nagging question, that never 
knowing, that always wondering if 
a disappointment is just the luck of 
the draw or something more sin-
ister is what parents of non-White 
children in America have to deal 
with all the time.  When you want 
desperately to see the best in people, 
the reality of our society leaves a 
constant shadow of doubt. 

It’s ugly, but it is there and as long as 
you see racial disparity in everything 
from employment to imprison-
ment to the lack of justice when an 
unarmed Black person is brazenly 
killed by White police officers, you 

can’t make it go away, no matter 
how much you wish it would.

Was everyone else’s car really filled 
when my daughter needed a ride to 
an event?  Or was it something else? 
Was she really the one being too 
loud on the bus?  I don’t even want 
to have to ask these questions, let 
alone fear the answers.

We love our lives in Fort Wayne and 
have never seen overtly racist words 
or actions toward our little girl.  She 
goes to a melting-pot of a school and 
loves pretty much every-
one she meets in the only 
city she has ever lived in.  
But there are times when 
we have to wonder…

If there’s one thing I’ve 
learned in writing about 
race for more than two 
decades, it’s that racism 
is a numbers game.  That’s what 
makes everything about it cut so 
deep and color our perspective  
so much.

Whether it’s a “WHITES ONLY” 
sign on a drinking fountain or a 
court battle over demographics in 
an Affirmative Action case, whenev-
er we divide ourselves, we turn those 
on the other side into a number, 
a statistic.  There’s no shortage of 
these numbers: African Americans 

make up 13 percent of the popu-
lation in the United States, but 34 
percent of the population in prison.  
Unemployment for Whites is 3.8 
percent; 7.5 percent of Blacks are 
unemployed. 

We can argue about those numbers 
all day, but it forgets the truth that 
every single one of those millions is 
someone’s son or daughter, father 
or mother, brother or sister.  Those 
arguments over numbers distract 
us from the pain behind each one. 

But when you’re turned down for a 
job because of your age, your gender, 
your skin color or your accent, you 
are no longer a person.  Instead, you 
have become an old man, a woman, 
an African American or a foreigner 
— and nothing else.

In short, these things deny  
the essential truth of our humanity, 
and that’s why they are so painful. 
That’s why they seem so pernicious.  
That’s why we instinctively say,  

“But not me.”  Or “But not him.”  Or “But not the ones I know.”

That’s why it’s so easy for me, a White parent of an African American  
daughter, to see racism and want to point to my darling girl and say,  
“Really?  You’re saying that about her?  Have you met her?”

And that right there is what America has to face up to or our society is 
doomed.  Because my family is racially mixed, we cannot ignore these  
issues — they are too important, too close, too personal.  They may even  
be matters of life and death.

But we could ignore them before our daughter was born.  We could shake 
our heads, say things like, “Something’s got to be done!” and move on in 
our lives. 

We could say, “But not me!”

Many people read about White 
privilege and assume we are 
saying they should feel guilty.  No 
one I know wants anyone to feel 
guilty.  They assume we’re saying 
they’ve done something wrong 
or need to give something back.  
You haven’t and you don’t.  You 
don’t need to wear sack-cloth and 
ashes because you will never have 
to have The Talk with your child.  
Not The Talk about where babies 
come from, but about how to act 
when stopped by a police officer, 
not because they could end up on 
the wrong side of the law if they 
don’t, but because they could end 
up dead. 

You shouldn’t feel bad about  
that; you should be grateful for 
the position the luck of your  
birth has brought you.

And then you should be enraged. 

You should be out of your mind 
angry.  Sickened and appalled 
that any American should ever 
have to have The Talk with their 

child. You should be incensed that some Americans will have to work 
harder, score higher, do more and it still won’t be enough.  You should be 
shocked into action by a newspaper finding that in Florida Blacks are  
given sentences three times longer than Whites, even when their crimes, 
the circumstances and their criminal records are identical. 

That’s not happening to Black Americans.  That’s not happening to  
someone else.  That is happening to Americans.  Period. 

And here’s the tragic thing about White privilege:  We could be using it  
to demand change.  We could be using it to get answers.  We could be 
using it to insist on justice. 

We could be using it to make it go away.
Dan Stockman is an author and  journalist in Fort Wayne.

Coloring  
Our  

Perspective
 

by Dan Stockman

Clean-cut Thomas Starks, a recent 
college graduate who has returned to Fort 
Wayne to start his career, says he was pretty 
sheltered growing up here.

“In my entire life growing up, my family 
supported me and sheltered me from things I 
didn’t believe were true,” the 22-year old said.  
As a freshman in college in northern Michigan, 
however, reality smacked him in the face.  
Thomas says he and a girlfriend were in his 
car about 10:30 one evening. When he pulled 
up net to a police car at a traffic light, he 
thought nothing of it.  “I’m a kid who doesn’t 
get in trouble,” he explains.  When he pulled 
into a gas station, an officer walks up to the 
car.  As taught, he kept his hands on the wheel 
and asked if he’d done something wrong.

The officer said he was pulled over because 
he hadn’t been wearing a seatbelt.  Thomas 
had not moved his hands from the wheel, so 
he gestured to his secured seatbelt, to show 
he was following the law.  “The next thing I 
know, more police arrive and I am being taken 
out of the vehicle, questioned about what I’m 
doing and why I was there,” he recalls.  “But 
what angered me is two cops were asking my 
girlfriend if she was ok, and whether I was 
forcing her to be with me.”

That incident opened up a new view for 
Thomas, who believes we can’t take things for 
granted. “First we have to acknowledge there 
is a problem,” he says. “We need to identify 
the problem so we can grow and develop.”



Alexandra Presley is a senior at Ball State, majoring in Public Relations.  
She is a graduate of Homestead High School in Fort Wayne, and worked 
as an intern at Trinity English this summer.  She shares some of her  
experience growing up.

I am Alexandra Presley.  I am who I am.  I am 
not an expectation or a stereotype.  I do not  
belong to a group or a specific culture.  What 
even is that? Is there really such a thing?   
What culture do you belong to?

I have been told all of my life who I was, who I was sup-
posed to be and where I would fit in most.  My race, what-
ever that is, defined my “home” throughout my childhood. 
Although I was exposed more than the rest of the kids 

Alexandra 
Presley

in my school to diversity — my family consisted of 
Whites and Blacks — I still felt like I didn’t quite fit in 
anywhere.  Yes, I could relate to any group of kids but 
I didn’t belong to any of them and I hated this at the 
time.  Some of you may have heard the saying before 
and I predict a lot have not, 
but I was the girl who was too 
White for the Black kids and 
too Black for the White kids.  
Think about it. 

There are countless conscious 
and unconscious expectations 
of what it means to be ‘Black’ 
or ‘White’ or any race in this 
case.  For me, I struggled with 
these expectations.  I felt that 
I couldn’t be myself.  Like no 
one could truly relate and  
sadly I was right. 

Living in Fort Wayne, IN,  
I grew up in a pretty safe 
world.  A pretty sheltered area.  
I resided on the Southwest 
part of the city where nothing 
ever happens.  The city was the least of my worries 
though, but rather what went on in my high school. 
Homestead.  The school of politics, drugs and  
ignorance.  Now, I did have some great times of 

course, but the amount of ignorance I saw and  
confusion I felt here was incredibly unacceptable.

I had friends, yes.  I was involved, yes.  I was  
positive in everything I did, yes.  But there was  
still the feeling of not being allowed to be myself. 

As if I had to look just like them 
to be “normal.”  As if there were 
such a thing.  As if I couldn’t suc-
ceed without a degrading truth.  
As if I knew and could speak for 
people who looked like me.

These are a portion of the things 
I dealt with on a daily basis. 
Although it bothered me, I had 
to come to the realization, with 
time, that I could be the one el-
ement in their lives that opened 
their eyes.  And I did with some.

This happens every day.  It 
happens in different ways of 
course, but there’s got to be 
change.  And until there is, it 
will just get worse.  I cannot 
speak for all, but no one can.

You must say something. You must educate.  
You must wake up.

“You’re the Whitest  
    Black person I know.” 

“You’re pretty  
    for a Black girl.”

“You’re one of the  
    good Black people.”

“Can I touch your hair?”

“We all know why  
   you run fast.”

“Why do you guys  
     act ghetto?”

54 years have now come and gone  
since Dr. King gave his historic “I Have 
a Dream” speech during the March on 
Washington.  It was a transformative 
moment in time, primarily because it 
was the first time that an inter-racial  
coalition of such mammoth size had 
come together to challenge the nations 
racial grime.  His widow, Mrs. Coretta 
King once said, “At that moment it 
seemed as if the Kingdom of God ap-
peared.  But it only lasted for a moment.”  
No, the spirit of that day did not last  
and as a consequence bigotry and hatred 
is hardly a thing of our nation’s past.   
Every time we think equality is near, 
something horrendous will occur to  
remind us that far too many of our 
citizens still live in fear.  Were he alive, 
Dr. King would not be pleased that we 
remain a nation in racial and social 
transition.  Nearly 50 years since his 
assassination, yet in some ways we are 
experiencing an even greater sense of 
aggravation.  We still wrestle with race 
because we still fear one another’s face; 
we still struggle with the poor because 
we believe most lack the desire to walk 
through opportunity’s door; and, we still 
find it difficult to treat everyone with 
dignity because it requires more than 
lip-service to diversity.  We are far from 
becoming his “beloved community.”

As an active adherent of Dr. King’s  
philosophy for more than 40 years now, 
I’ve learned that his words are far eas-
ier to quote than they are to promote.  
Everyone will testify to being moved by 
his dream, but few have had the courage 
to see that his principles are adopted in 
the mainstream.  Americans live lives 
that are compartmentalized, and as a 
consequence find it difficult to recognize 
when their actions leave others trauma-
tized.  We have an ongoing romantic love 
affair with our flag, but remain indiffer-

ent and silent about the injustices for which we have no reason 
to brag.  A great number of our citizens are enraged that people 
are disrespecting a national song, but most of them cannot point 
to a single instance where they took a public stand against areas 
where our nation remains wrong.  

Dr. King was naive enough to believe that equal-preparation 
should lead to equal-presentation, and ultimately provide a 
measure of equal-preservation.  That once our nation became 
authentically one, there would be no battle that could not be 
won.  So, to reach victory row we must reject the status-quo, and 
embrace the reality that none of us are free until all of us are free.  
We must view every vestige of inequality as a liability that has 
the potential to threaten our social and economic viability.  And 
yes, cities like ours must work harder to reverse the curse of being 

historically hostile to communities becoming more di-
verse.  Dr. King once cautioned us that “a measure of 
progress must never be equated with success.”  There 
are still many miles between our reality and Dr. King’s 
dream, but that’s only because the silent majority has 
refused to publicly join the freedom team.  We can 
win, but we must all be in.  We can win, but we’ve got 
to get over skin.  We can win, but we’ve got to learn to 
greet one another with a loving rather than a sarcas-
tic grin.  We can win, but we’ve got to start looking in 
the mirror instead of judging whether someone else’s 
lifestyle qualifies as sin.  We can win, but we’ve got to 
let the spirit of love and compassion completely in!  
Fort Wayne will never become united until its citizens 
show that they are genuinely excited.    

The Rev. Dr. Bill McGill is Senior Pastor of 
the Imani Baptist Temple in Fort Wayne, 
Indiana.  He also serves as the Executive 
Pastor of One Church-One Offender, a na-
tionally recognized faith-based alternative 
sentencing program, is Past-President of 
the Fort Wayne-Allen County Branch of the 
NAACP, and is a member of the Indiana  
Advisory Committee of the United States 
Commission on Civil Rights. 

Dr. McGill has long been recognized as a 
leader in the faith community’s response 
to the various social dilemmas confronting 
our nation.  Dr. McGill will be coordinat-
ing a Love March around March 8 which is 
the anniversary of “Bloody Selma” where 
peaceful protesters were beaten on the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, 
AL.  People who are interested in receiving notices of upcoming events can 
send a note to him at imanibaptisttemple@comcast.net.

A Nation in Racial and Social Transition
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by The Rev. Dr. Bill McGill
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                      ort Wayne’s Boys and 
                      Girls Club boasts about  
                      2200 members, and serves 
                      about 3000 school age 
                      youth per year.  About      
                      70% of those children are 
African American or mixed race,  
according to Executive Director Joe 
Jordan.  The Club, though, exists 
for any young person, regardless of 
race, and seeks to stand in the ‘gap’ 
— which, Jordan says, is “the gap of 
needing a support system.” 

He explains, “All kids need the same 
thing, but disproportionately here, 
Black kids aren’t getting it.  It isn’t 
racial as much as it is socio-economic.  
We serve a high-need, underserved 
population without support systems, 
which is disproportionately Black boys 
without a father actively involved in 
their lives.”

Kids without that support system have 
a harder time feeling safe; they don’t 
have the stability and security that oth-
er kids have.  Eighty percent of these 
kids come from single-parent homes, 
and that parent is usually Mom.  “You 
go to school and compete with stu-
dents who aren’t worried about their 
mom or whether the lights will be on 
or where the next meal comes from.  
Even at a young age, that’s stress — 
and it isn’t stress from just being poor.”

His own life was not one of privilege, 
growing up.  Jordan is the youngest of 
10 siblings, and he says their family 
didn’t have a lot, materially. “But my 
parents raised us with high expecta-
tions, and my brothers reminded me 

frequently, ‘This is what Jordans do,’” 
he recalls.  “My father always said, 
‘Remember who you are,’ and that 
didn’t make a lot of sense to me until 
I was grown.  He meant all I have is 
my name — and don’t embarrass the 
family.  I got that message loud and 
clear at home.”

So the Boys and Girls Club tries to 
stand in that gap for kids who don’t get 
that message at home: the place where 
support and stability start. “We create 
an environment where they feel appre-
ciated and valued,” Jordan says.  “I spe-
cifically hire staff who are role models.  
If someone doesn’t tell you and show 
you what a good man should be, then 
you’ll find that definition somewhere 
else, and in the media, it isn’t going to 
be the most productive men.”

It’s important for the staff to be good 
male role models, not just for the boys, 
but also for the girls in the Club.  “Hav-
ing mentors and role models helps the 
boys become more self-aware, helps 
them aspire to be better, and that 
shows up in their relationships with 
each other and with the opposite sex.”

Jordan praises the gender-based 
approach in some of the programs. “A 
young guy can ask questions, about 
getting hair on his chin, or bullying, or 
smoking — things that he may want to 
know, but has no one to ask,” Jordan 
explains.  “It allows the adult men to 
say, ‘oh, yeah, we all go through these 
stages. ‘ It creates a safe space for the 
guys to have a voice and be respected, 
find answers so they don’t need to go 
looking for status on the streets.’

It worries Jordan to see how  
nonchalant the young people are  
when it comes to violence. 

“Gunshots are just part of the envi-
ronment,” he marvels. “Not even a big 
deal.  It’s tragic to normalize violence.  
They think that’s just how you deal 
with conflict, because that’s what they 
see on TV and in real life.  If you aren’t 
counteracting that message, then that 
is all they know.” 

Jordan says in those discussions, they 
can talk about race, incarceration, 
image…and give the young people 
better information so they can make 
better decisions.  “They’ll say, ‘But it 
isn’t fair that we will be judged on how 
we dress’ and I’ll say, “You’re right, it 
isn’t fair.  But you need to know it so 
you know what to expect.  When you 
know how it’s done, you can make 
good decisions.”

And that is ultimately what kids learn 
at the Boys and Girls Club — regardless 
of their race, regardless of their home 
life, kids learn that they are responsible 
for making the decisions that impact 
their lives.  Jordan says he doesn’t talk 
them out of their dreams, however 
unlikely.  “We just tell them they always 
need a Plan B,” Jordan says. “And then 
we fill them up with as much good stuff 
as we can.”  He wants to make sure 
they remember who they are.

Joe Jordan is Executive Director of the 
Boys and Girls Club.

F

Standing in the Gap  
at the  
Boys  
and  
Girls Club

These are the kind of conversations that no one wants to have, says 26-year-old  Isiah Gray.  “I work at The Rail and I do stand up, so I am mostly around  
White people,” he says. “I feel close to people, but if I open up about my feelings  
on some particular thing, they can get defensive.”  He says when he tried to talk  
about the sort of injustice in experiences, people get defensive.  “Because they  
aren’t ‘racists’,” he explains.  “So I tend to tell one White friend who’ll listen,  
and then say, ‘go tell the other White people, because they’ll listen to you.’”

Isiah shares this glimpse into his life with the sardonic humor he uses to assess  
the world, but there is a poignant truthfulness to what he says. “The story about  
the clean cut Black guy having to keep his hands on the wheel — he had to  
learn that.  He had to learn to be careful of his facial expression, too — not to  
scowl or look angry or to show any emotion,”  Isiah says.  “You have to learn  
that when you’re young.”

Kibwe Cooper, 26, says nothing can be done about the  
injustices of the past. “But you have to realize they exist so you  
can move on,” he says.

Kibwe, a recent St. Francis graduate, understands how difficult it can  
be to hear about African American’s experiences.  We might want to  
think we’re all having the same experiences, so “it’s hard to embrace  
certain information when it’s contrary to who you are as a person or  
to things you normally think about,” he says.  “It’s uncomfortable when  
you are given information that can taint how you view everything.   
And you want others to understand that, but you can’t force people  
out of their comfort zones.  Nobody is accusing you of anything, but  
the world I live in is different from the world you live in.”

 Tara Olivero is a 26-year-old English teacher at a predomi-
nantly White public high school.  “We teach To Kill a Mockingbird in 
Freshman English,” she says. “At first, I usually sense some resis-
tance.  Racism is uncomfortable,” she acknowledges.  “So we try to 
talk about it, and to talk about how it still goes on.  But it’s so pessi-
mistic: the Black man, clearly innocent but convicted anyway.” 
 
“I don’t know how to teach them what we can do to change it,” she 
continues.  “These students are very ignorant about race.  For in-
stance, every year, I’ve had to try to teach them that reverse racism is 
not a thing. With the power structure in our society you can’t be racist 
against the people who are in charge of everything.”

by Joe Jordan
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                   ommunity Theatre is one of the 
most welcoming, forgiving, supportive, fun 
worlds you can enter.  An actor or actress, 
stage crew or set-builder, ticket-seller or 
usher can find fun and friends and family.  
People show up with intention and com-
mitment.  They don’t want to let anyone 
down.  They build sets and scrounge for 
costumes and run lines and rehearse and 
challenge each other endlessly.  Each  
show becomes a small family.  A few local 
thespians recently chatted about the role  
of race in the theatre community.

Executive Director of Arena Dinner Theatre, 
Brian Wagner, acknowledged it’s not always 
a diverse crowd who shows up for auditions 
when he’s directing a show. 

“And I really try to open it up,” he said.   
“In audition notices, I never mention race.  
I say ‘three men, age 40-60’ or whatever…  
I don’t even specify race.  I don’t care.”

Kibwe Cooper, a 20-something African 
American actor, responded to Wagner’s 
‘open call’ with a different view.  “If you 
don’t say ‘all ethnicities should audition’ 
or ‘colorblind casting’ or something, I 
am probably not going to show up,” he 
responded.  “I’ve shown up — my friends 
have shown up — too many times to  
places, thinking we were included, when  
in fact, we weren’t invited or welcome.”

While Wagner and veteran actor/choreog-
rapher Leslie Beauchamp both say they 
think the local theatre world is open and 
accepting, there are still barriers to break. 
Beauchamp had encouraged Fatima 
Washington to audition for the title role in 
Mary Poppins.  Washington said she had 
to ask herself, “Is the community ready for 
a ‘chocolate’ Mary Poppins?”  She seems to 
have mixed feelings about not auditioning. 

colorblindcolor
Another opportunity for non-traditional 
casting was in the making with a recent 
Beauty and the Beast audition, with  
Washington ready to try for Belle. “I hate 
that I got sick and couldn’t audition,”  
she says, her voice wistfully regretful.

Beauchamp says they did manage some 
casting creativity with an African Amer-
ican cast as Mrs. Potts.  “But then it oc-
curred to me that Mrs. Potts is essentially 
a housekeeper — did we break a stereotype 
or reinforce one?” she wondered.

An Arena Dinner Theatre production  
from this summer, Blood Brothers, ended 
up breaking the color barrier and using 
creative casting, though director Jake  
Wilhelm swears he just wanted the best 
actors telling a great story.  The script is 
silent on the race of any of the characters, 
whose storyline involves  “a haunting rags 
to riches tragedy of our times.  A woman 
with numerous children to support  
surrenders one of her newborn twins to 
the childless woman she cleans for.  The 
boys grow up streets apart, never learning 
the truth but becoming firm friends and 
falling in love with the same girl.  One 
prospers while the other falls on hard 
times.”  Wilhelm cast two African Ameri-
cans as the twins, with the rest of the cast 
from mixed races.  “It meant more to other 
people than to me,” Wilhelm says.  “I knew 
I wanted the best actors and singers in cer-
tain roles, and this is what made sense to 
me.”  Wilhelm received praise from his cast 
and from others in the theatrical commu-
nity for his commitment to being willing 
to challenge an audience just a bit with 
casting choices that weren’t stereotypical.

“Our cast was really close,” said Cooper, 
echoing what actors in most productions 
feel, at least during the rehearsal and  
run of the show. 

Wilhelm points out that the typical  
structure of a production: Several weeks  
of frequent, fairly intense rehearsals,  
followed by a few weekends of performanc-
es, leads to the cast and crew spending  
a lot of time together.

“You spend a ton of time together.  You 
come to the theatre sometimes straight from 
work, you rehearse all evening and then 
wind up having a late dinner and drinks  
together at a bar,” he explains. “You ask 
about their day, you share your thoughts, 
you talk a lot.  These people become your 
family for the duration of the show.”

Empathy and awareness grow as  
characters develop and as friendships  
form during rehearsals. 

Many of the actors described the process 
of crawling into a character’s skin, walking 
in their shoes, understanding their strug-
gles and what motivates them, figuring 
out their background. They suspect that 
experience opens doors you just can’t  
close again. 

“Onstage, in a show, you have the experi-
ence of looking into someone’s eyes and 
connecting on a level that is hard to dis-
connect,” says Wilhelm.  “You don’t just 
leave that on the stage.”

Wagner says it’s one of the best parts about 
being involved in local theatre: “Theatre 
has a history of just accepting people for 
who they are: Men, women, straight, gay, 
older, younger, all races, and any back-
ground.  There is a place for anyone who 
wants to be part of it.  I hope we see more 
people, including people of color, coming 
out to audition for non-traditional roles.  I 
hope they know they are welcome.  We will 
cast anyone who helps tell a good story.” 

c Fort Wayne’s theatre community wants all ethnicities to audition and supports non-traditional casting

Ennis L. Brown II and Kibwe Cooper in Blood Brothers

Fatima Washington and  
Jake Wilhelm in Memphis

Fatima Washington and  
Leslie Beauchamp



During the 2018 budget process for the City of Fort Wayne, the City Council considered  
reducing or eliminating funding for Fort Wayne United, a mayoral  initiative directed  
at creating more opportunities and a safer community for all, but specifically for  
African American men and boys.

Five of the Emerging Leaders of Fort Wayne United gathered with us recently to reflect  
on the initiative and on Council’s actions.

How did you react to the news Council was considering  
cutting funding for Fort Wayne United?
“Council honestly shocked me with how it happened and how quickly it hap-
pened,” said Orlando Jones.  “It shocked me because they weren’t at the live  
panel sessions; they weren’t at late night basketball sessions, not at the session  
at Allen County Juvenile Center (ACJC).  They’d never seen this in action…  
for them to put that (Fort Wayne United) up for cuts without understanding  
what it is… that was very disturbing.”

“It felt racist,” said Shaun Harris, bluntly.  “You don’t think twice about talking 
about cutting an initiative to help young Black men in the city?  Council spent 
more time talking about cats and dogs than they did about this program.” 

“Not only had I not seen their faces,” said Orlando, “They haven’t seen the face of 
a young African American male when he goes through the training at the Public 
Safety Academy (PSA) and experiences what police officers experience.”

The group agrees that the process at the PSA is a powerful example of learning  
to look at life through a different lens.  The students went through some of the 
mock scenarios that police officers use to learn how to respond quickly and  
appropriately in the midst of chaotic activity.
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“I accidentally ‘killed’ someone in the training scenario,” offers Tony Moore, 
clearly recalling the memory.  “It made me stop and think that officers deal  
with this every day.  I was thinking ‘did I make the right decision?’ — so I can  
only imagine what officers have to think about.  When you’re seeing this  
program happen and you’re seeing the kids talk to each other about what  
happened; seeing them talk to their friends and ask each others questions… 
I’ve never seen that happen anywhere else.” 

“So the Council’s consideration of eliminating funding felt like someone was 
making a decision about a culture and a program they didn’t understand,” said 
one of the group. “No one looked at what happens if this program isn’t here.”

Tony agreed. “I feel like they might have underestimated the  
impact.  This is a program that teaches you HOW to do things:  
how to present yourself, how to carry yourself, how to  
develop character and communication and compassion.” 
“Fort Wayne United was thrown into the mix with everything else, comparing 
it to DARE,” said Mike Armstrong. “That was belittling the impact of what we 
have in this effort.  It sounded insensitive.  You see how easy it is to brush things 
off that don’t affect you.  These (Council) men are in power.  They can’t relate to 
anything we go through, so it was easy to cut it.”

The group agreed that it’s hard for non-minorities to fathom what life is like for 
people who aren’t White.

“I’m not saying everyone is racist,” said Tony. “But I think some people could  
look at their subconscious reactions.  When I come out of the gym and you look 
at me and somehow that reminds you to lock your car door, I know you aren’t 
consciously thinking ‘that guy makes me feel unsafe’ — but I hear the locks click.”

Shaun gestures to his sweatshirt, jeans and hoodie, and his ball cap. “If I go 
in Kroger at Dupont dressed like this, I see the looks.  I know some people are 
assuming I’m a thug,” he said. “But if I go into Kroger at Southgate, dressed just 
like this, no one looks at me that way.  I’m the same person, either place.  “I get 
that the media might tell you people who look like me may 
rob you, but if you know me, your perspective will change.”

Emerging Leaders Group 
Help Show The Way

Fort Wayne United Emerging Leaders Mike Armstrong, Tony Moore, Orlando Jones,  
Dominique Meriwether, and Shaun Harris. 



WHAT IS FORT WAYNE UNITED? 
Fort Wayne UNITED is an initiative started by Mayor Tom Hen-
ry that places two national efforts, Cities United and My Brother’s 
Keeper, under one umbrella.  It is designed to answer the call to 
enhance opportunities, advance youth advocacy and help create a 
safer city for all, but more specifically for Black men and boys.  By 
bringing together a group of passionate and committed leaders, 
the initiative will educate, inform and engage the community in an 
effort to make positive change one neighborhood at a time.

VISION 
Every Black male in Fort Wayne is respected and valued 
and has the opportunity to achieve his full potential.
MISSION 
Advocate for and implement policies, practices and  
procedures to ensure equity and opportunity for Black  
fathers, brothers and sons at home, work,  
school and in the community through  
collaborative efforts.

Tony, a high performing employee in a national cell phone business, says you  
just learn how to navigate in that environment. “I had to take the trash out as  
a White family is leaving the pizza place next door.  I told a co-worker I’d just  
wait a minute, so they didn’t feel uncomfortable, or have to walk fast.  I didn’t 
want to see the little girl speedwalking.  So I just waited.”

The group nods knowingly.  Orlando said, “I know everywhere I go, I am going  
to be in the minority and I have to be aware of that so I don’t do anything to  
‘trigger’ anyone.”

Mike adds,” You know what you have to do to keep it from happening.”   
When someone suggests this sounds like an exhausting way to live, there  
is a murmur of agreement. “It’s just a pain you continually go through, so  
you get numb to it,” said Shaun. 

The guys say White people don’t have to think about things like this.  

“When I am at work, at school, in church, even in traffic,  
I recognize that I am a minority,” said Orlando. “Minorities are  
minorities everywhere they go. I don’t know if White people understand that.”

And even when race isn’t consciously in the conversation, it lurks just beneath  
the surface.  Dominique Meriwether recounts a recent disagreement he had with a 
co-worker.  “I thought we were cool, but we got into it over something, and he said, 
‘oh, you think you’re a rapper.  Why don’t you go back to the south side with the  
rest of them?’” Dominique shakes his head.  “What did that have to do with the  
conversation?  I was mad about a fork lift, not about race, but he brought it up.”

Mike says being in the minority is not just about percentages.  “Even in the  
places where the majority of people might look like you, it’s about being  
outnumbered in power.”

Orlando works for a company where he is one of two African American  
employees, yet, incredibly, a colleague recently told him, “You have a twin!   
I was talking to this other guy, thinking it was you!”  Orlando was glad another 
co-worker was with him.  “You know he was talking about (the other Black  
guy),” he said. “Yeah,” responded Orlando. “and we’re not twins.  You’d be  
surprised how often that happens.”

Not being able to distinguish one Black man from another is a part of the  
subconscious racism of White privilege, says the group. 

“Imagine if a police officer only knows a suspect is a Black male, but he can’t tell 
one from another,” said Shaun. “Everyone is going to look like a criminal to him.”

Seeing each other as people may be another benefit of Fort Wayne United’s  
efforts to connect young African American males and police officers in 
non-threatening situations. 

Dominique says he never thought about having any type of relationship  
with police officers when he was younger.  “Now I’ve listened, I’ve talked,  
I’ve opened up,” he said. “I had some bad experiences with  
police officers in my past, but now I’ve been able to  
allow a friendship, to eat meals with them.  It’s big.”
“So many of the cities nationally working on this are learning from us,” said Mike. 
“Their programs haven’t reached the point ours has, developing relationships 
between police and youth; and it’s not just the police we have at the table.”

“We’re not even five years old yet, “ said Shaun. “And we’re growing, we’re finding 
more people who can give us a voice to the community, to keep this going.”

Orlando adds,” When I look at everyone involved, I see all kinds of people in-
volved: pastors, lawyers, judges, everyone is at the table, wanting to tackle this. 
This has never been seen before, so many people wanting to make an impact.” 

The Emerging Leaders group sees itself as role models for younger guys, some 
of whom may be struggling with making good choices.  A recent event at Allen 
County Juvenile Center (ACJC) had been a powerful opportunity for the young 
men to connect with some of the guys being detained.  Each one of our panelists 
underscored his personal desire and passion to be a role model; to help another 
guy and show the way to those younger.  Their sincerity and commitment are not 
just a beacon for younger guys, looking for role models: These young men are  
terrific examples of what we each can contribute to our community. 

Mike Armstrong summed it up: “This program is making a  
difference.  Without the relationship, you’re just  
providing a service.  Services don’t impact people  
and families as much; it’s the relationship that helps  
us work together.  That’s how we start undoing  
centuries of not understanding.”
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“There is neither Jew nor 
Greek, there is neither  
slave nor free, there is  
neither male nor female; 
for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus.” — Galatians 3:28
This edition of Thinking Out Loud 
has been particularly difficult 
to bring to a close.  Each story 
opened something new we wanted 
to share with you, something we 
wanted you to hear.  I’ve met a lot 
of new people, all of whom have 
helped me see more fully things 
I sort of knew, but didn’t really 
know.  I would like to hope that all 
of these you meet in these pages 
could become my friends, because, 
like my friend Rob, all of them 
would help me become a better 
person and, yes, a better Christian.

When St. Paul is writing to the 
little group of Christians in  
Galatia, he is trying to let them 
know that there is not just one way 
to be a Christian.  This letter was 
written because Christians were 
arguing about who [ethnically/ 
spiritually/gender] could be a 
Christian.  Paul doesn’t say that 
the things he lists — nationality/
economic status/gender — don’t 
matter.  What he is saying is that 
these are not things which should 
divide the human family.  When 
you look at the creation, when you 
look at the human family, it is hard 
to come to any conclusion other 
than God likes diversity.  In fact, 
we know biologically speaking, 
diversity makes us stronger.   
Making new friends makes us 
stronger.  Hearing their stories  
and working to make the world 
look more like God seems to see 

it, like St. Paul told us it really is, 
makes us stronger.

None of this is easy.  My friend 
Rob explained to me once that 
muscle is built by tearing muscle 
fibers and allowing them to heal. 
That’s what happens when you lift 
weights.  And when they heal they 
get bigger.  You build muscle by 
breaking down muscle.  We make 
the world more like the world God 
imagines by pushing ourselves 
out of our comfort areas.  That 
means finding ways to make new 
friends and hear their stories.  One 
of the constant refrains in every 
conversation in this issue is that 
many of the challenges we create 
for ourselves as Black/White begin 
to break down when we enter into 
relationships with one another.  
No government policy can replace 
the power of making friends, hear-
ing their stories and making their 
struggles our own.  It is important 
that we find ways to do this, know-
ing that it will take work to do this.  
And here’s something we know;  
friendship is good — a blessing 
even — to both people in the  
relationship.  Everyone we talk-
ed with was certain that a large, 
prominent, mostly White church 
in the middle of our city, Trinity 
English Lutheran Church, could 
help lead the way in making this 
happen in our city.  In doing this, 
we are living into St. Paul’s vision 
of what the church is supposed to 
be.  Building new muscles takes 
work and commitment.  It will take 
the commitment of each of us to 
find a way to make a new friend. 

— Pastor Gary Erdos

I am sure you are familiar with 
the motto, ‘A mind is a terrible 
thing to waste’®.  I have to ad-
mit until a few years ago aside 
from the motto I had very  
limited awareness for all the 
work that the United Negro 
College Fund (UNCF) does 
to advocate for and provide 
access to higher education.  

The UNCF Fort Wayne  
Leadership Council is a group 
of volunteers from the com-
munity that serve to build 
relationships with beneficia-
ries and benefactors, to build 
awareness and grassroots  
support for UNCF.  I am  
excited and glad to have  
been asked to share some  
information with you that  
I hope will encourage you 
to want to learn more about 
UNCF and what we are doing 
locally to help students get to 
and through college.

Founded April 25, 1944, 
UNCF is the largest private  
provider of scholarships and other educational support 
for African American students.  For more than 73 years 
UNCF has focused on its mission by realizing three  
(3) priorities: Providing scholarships, advocating for  
college readiness and building the effectiveness of its  
37 historically Black colleges and universities (HBCU) 
member institutions. 

UNCF currently administers 400 scholarship programs 
and awards approximately 10,000 scholarships a year 
worth more than $100 million.  These scholarships are 
both competitively awarded and needs based. UNCF  
has an online application screening process.  Each  
scholarship program has specific criteria the student  

must meet to be considered.  Scholarships are generally 
awarded prior to the fall and spring semester of the  
academic year and it is UNCF’s intent that the  
scholarships are renewable as long as the student  
applies and continues to meet the requirements.  

Advocating for college readiness has become an  
important national conversation as communities  
across the country pursue and implement k-12 education 
reform.  Unfortunately, despite best intentions, many 
low-income African American families are overwhelmed 
and lack the information to make effective decisions to 
help their children navigate the complex path to and 
through college.  UNCF is actively involved in this process 
and discussion.  UNCF has the horsepower and expertise  
to be an effective advocate and a reliable resource to  

‘A mind is a terrible thing to waste’®

United Negro College Fund (UNCF)  
Advocates for Higher Education

The UNCF Fort Wayne Leadership Council  
From left to right, standing: Terri Hill, Andrea Neely, Brad Stiles, and Dr. Odelet 
Nance.  Seated: Terri Hill and Pastor Tim Lake.  Not pictured: Albert Brownlee, 
Monica Heller, Kevin Howell, George Hicks, Gerald Roberts, and Sherrod Woods. 

afterword
empower parents to make  
decisions in the best interest  
of their student.

Building capacity and the 
effectiveness of HBCU member 
institutions has been a found-
ing principle of UNCF from the 
very beginning.  While you need 
not attend an HBCU member 
institution to receive a UNCF 
scholarship, UNCF recognizes 
the important role and impact 
of HBCUs in educating African 
Americans.

The Fort Wayne Leadership 
Council is a very local effort and 
focused group of volunteers.   
It was convened several years 
ago by Andrea Neely, Regional  
Development Director for  
UNCF’s Indiana area office,  
as part of a larger network of  
leadership councils including  
Indianapolis, Gary and Evans-
ville.  Again, we are volunteers 
from the community and our 
sole focus is the local Greater 
Fort Wayne region.  Currently, 
we are supporting seven students 
with scholarships with the gen-
erous support of English Bonter 
Mitchell and Strada Education 
Foundation (formerly USA 
Funds).  We have also partnered 
with Parkview Health to provide 
scholarships and internships to 
five (5) students.  Personally, it 
has been very gratifying to recog-
nize students and support their 
achievements and help them in 
their pursuit of happiness. 

For more information on how 
you can support UNCF, please 
visit: www.uncf.org.  ‘A mind is 
a terrible thing to waste, but a 
wonderful thing to invest in.’® 

Brad Stiles is Chair of the  United 
Negro College Fund Fort Wayne 
Leadership Council.

by Brad Stiles
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