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PastorÕs Column: Politics and the UCC 

 
As we all know, the UCC has had a high profi le in 

the news lately regarding the candidacy of Barak 
Obama for president. The Internal Revenue Service is 
investigating the speech Obama gave at the General 
Synod in Hartford last June as an alleged violation of 
the non-profi t status of the UCC that prohibits 
endorsing political candidates. I feel this investigation 
is politically motivated. It isnÕt the fi rst time the IRS 
has been used as a political weapon. My suspicion is 
that the investigation will not go anywhere. I was 
present at the speech and there was no hint of 
endorsement of his candidacy. In fact, attendees were 
not allowed to bring in signs, posters or any political 
paraphernalia from ObamaÕs campaign. In addition, he 
was invited to speak at the Synod soon after being 
elected as a U.S. Senator, long before he declared his 
candidacy to become president. 

The more signifi cant issue is related to ObamaÕs 
former pastor, Jeremiah Wright, who just retired as 
pastor of Trinity UCC in Chicago. This congregation, 
predominantly but not completely Afri can American, is 
the largest in the UCC. As we know now, videos of 
some of WrightÕs sermons have been released, sermons 
in which he made inflammatory comments about the 
United States and racial matters. 

Wright went over the top with some of his 
statements. However, his comments, as presented in 
the media, are snippets of sermons. I would be willing 
to bet that if somebody took sound bites from some of 
my sermons somebody could find something offensive. 
Context is important. This is not to support WrightÕs 
outrageous statements, but to say that quoting out of 
context is distortion. 

The Afri can American religious community has 
long had a tradition of energetic preaching and worship 

that can seem too emotional to white Americans. The 
religious community for African Americans is a safe 
zone where they can express joys, frustration and anger 
in safety, and at times things will be said that white 
Americans may find offensive. It isnÕt up to us to judge 
anotherÕs experience. We many not understand it, but it 
isnÕt up to us to judge. 

Critics will question whether Obama should have 
left the church since the pastor was prone to making 
inflammatory statements. Some feel his membership 
for some twenty years is a tacit endorsement of 
WrightÕs statements. As a pastor, it would be 
unrealistic in the extreme for me to expect my 
congregation to agree with everything I say. Anything 
and everything I say from the pulpit is my 
responsibility, although the congregation bears a part 
of that responsibility by providing me with a platform. 

Trinity UCC is a vibrant congregation of some 
25,000 members. It has an amazing array of local 
mission programs, none of which are mentioned in the 
media. They have an outreach program to those 
suffering from HIV/AIDS, for instance. A 
congregation that large has a vast collection of 
resources that can serve its local community well. 
Sadly, none of that is told. In this edition of the 
Newsleaf you will fi nd a article by the Rev. Geoff rey 
Black, our Conference Minister, reflecting on the 
implications of the allegations about Wright and the 
way he has conducted his ministry at Trinity UCC. 

ObamaÕs candidacy has raised racial issues in a 
way that tells me our nation has not fully dealt with 
those issues. Hopefully this will be a start. 

In Christ, 
Craig 

 

The photograph on the front page was taken last fall on 
the peak of Bear Mountain. The tree shown in profi le is 
a dwarf pitch pine that is CraigÕs favorite tree on Bear 
Mountain. It  grows out of a small crack in the rock. 



Apr il Calendar 
Tues. April 1 6:30 PM Church Night at the Country Store Country Store Thrift Shop 
Wed. April 9 7:30 PM Choir rehearsal sanctuary 
Sun. April 13 11:15 AM Choir sings during worship  
Sun. April 13 8 PM Harmonic Healing Concert Chapel 
Wed. April 16 7:30 PM Choir rehearsal sanctuary 
Sat. April 19 6 PM Ethnic Potluck Supper: Persian Cuisine Fellowship Hall 
Tues. April 22 7:30 PM Church Council  
Wed. April 23 7:30 PM Choir rehearsal sanctuary 
Sat. April 26 10 AM-2 PM Hudson Mohawk Association meeting Zion UCC, Taborton 
Sun. April 27 11:15 AM Choir sings during worship  
 

 
Harmonic 

Healing Concert 
Sun. Apr il 13 

8 PM 
The next Harmonic 
Healing Concert with 
Tibetan singing bowls will 
be on Sunday, April 13 at 
8 PM in the chapel. This is 
a great opportunity to 

unwind and meditate while absorbing the other-
worldly sounds of these antique bowls. Come and meet 
some of the people who have been attending for the 
last few months and have benefited from this time. 
Upcoming dates are May 11 and June 1. Dates for the 
second half of 2008 will be scheduled soon. Please 
note that the June 1 date has been rescheduled from 
June 8. 
 
Ethnic Potluck Supper : Persian Cuisine 

Saturday, Apr il 19 at 6 PM 
The next Ethnic Potluck Supper will be on Saturday, 
April 19 at 6 PM in the Fellowship Hall. The theme 
will be Persian. Please contact Anita Hawkins if you 
need ideas for what to cook. Please join us! Bon 
appetit! 
 

Memory Books 
On Sunday, June 15 our church will celebrate our two 
hundred-fi ftieth anniversary with a special worship 
service in the afternoon. As a part of that we would 
like to put together a memory book with recollections 
from members and former members who have moved 
away, as well as from current members. We are asking 
for submissions for the memory book that can include 
remembrances of your time at BGUCC, or archival 
photographs or documents. In preparation for the 
November 16 organ recital, we are also putting 

together a memory book for the families of Dot Greene 
and Clara Johnson with memories and reflections on 
the presence of our pipe organ in our churchÕs life. 
Please send anything for the memory books to: 
 
Sharen Casazza 
Blooming Grove United Church of Christ 
PO Box 101 
Blooming Grove NY 10914 
 
We would also like to invite everyone to come to the 
June 15 service and celebrate with us! 
 

Hudson Mohawk Association Spring 
Meeting 

Saturday, April 26 10 AM-2 PM 
The Hudson Mohawk Association will hold its Spring 
Meeting on Saturday, April 26 from 10 AM-2 PM at 
Zion UCC in Taborton. Lunch will be served for $5. 
The program will be presented by the Rev. Sandy 
Damhof, Campus Minister at SUNY Albany, who is 
working with a new church start in Slingerlands, and 
John Spear who is hoping to work with a new church 
start in Saugerties. 
 

ChildrenÕs Sunday 
Sunday, May 18 

The last day of Sunday School will be May 18 when 
we celebrate ChildrenÕs Sunday. Come join us. Watch 
for details! 
 

Reflections by the Rev. Geoffrey 
Black on Trinity UCC in Chicago and 

the Rev. Jeremiah Wright 
March 27, 2008  
  
Easter Greetings Colleagues and Co-Workers in 
Mi nistry:  
  

 



I want to share some of my refl ections with you, 
because together, as ordained ministers and as lay 
leaders in the Uni ted Church of Christ, we share a 
sacred relationship with each other - and therefore 
with Jeremiah Wright, Jr., another ordained UCC 
minister and Trini ty Uni ted Church of Christ in 
Chicago, the congregation that he served as Pastor 
and Teacher for many years up to his recent 
retirement.    
  
In reflecting on these matters, IÕm stuck. After a 
week of listening to and reading analysis and opinion 
about the presidential candidacy of Senator Barack 
Obama and whether i t can survive his relationship 
with the Rev. Jeremiah Wright, I am where I was in 
my thinking when this episode began. The questions 
persist even in light of the masterful and deeply 
insightful speech on race in America that Obama 
delivered in response to the demands that he 
denounce Rev. Wright.  Yet, I cannot get past the 
fact that the controversy and the questions that 
have followed, as well as much of the analysis and 
opinion are based on a false premise Ð a lie.   
  
In so many words, the lie was that Jeremiah Wright 
is an angry racist demagogue, who hates America. 
The lie was disseminated by Fox News and i ts closely 
linked right wing allies. The Fox News ÒrevelationsÓ 
were quickly followed by similar stories in most 
mainstream media outlets including the New York 
Times.  Carefully edited video snippets of several of  
Rev. WrightÕs sermons were used to serve as 
evidence to document these claims.  Fox and others 
ran them for days with continuous commentary 
from i ts talking heads to drive home the point that 
this was a man who was closely related to Barack 
Obama.   
  
The implication was that Mr. Obama needed to 
disassociate himself from Rev. Wright or taci tly 
acknowledge that he shared these extreme views. 
Ei ther conclusion would be harmful to his poli tical  
aspirations, i f only because he would have to spend 
time and money explaining himself. However, the 
desired outcome seems to have been greater than 
that. I believe that the outcome that the ini tiators 
of this lie were seeking was to diminish Senator 
ObamaÕs profi le in the minds of whi te voters. Wi th 
that said, my concern is not Mr. ObamaÕs 
presidential aspirations. My concern is the lie told 
about The Rev. Wright. IÕll say i t again, IÕm stuck 
here.  I  canÕt let i t slide.  
  
As an African American, I am always suspicious and 
cautious when I hear news stories that condemn 
African American public figures for some alleged 
wrong. Yes, I am well aware that African Americans 
are just as prone to corruption and public scandal as 

any other racial, ethnic or religious group. Those, 
who know me well, know that I am a champion of  
equali ty who believes that African Americans are 
equally capable of wrong doing. However, I am also 
aware that African American public figures who 
speak out against racial injustice have been unjustly 
singled out for special treatment and vilifi cation. In 
reaction to their telling the truth about America 
they have been called hate-mongers, racists and 
extremists for encouraging Black people to 
challenge these very behaviors carried out by 
individual white Americans and American 
insti tutions in which power is almost exclusively in 
the hands of  whi te people.    
  
The list of such people is long and i t is historic. Just 
in the 20th Century the list includes such luminaries 
as A. Philip Randolph, Ida B. Wells, Paul Robeson, 
Malcolm X, Adam Clayton Powell , Jr., Louis 
Farrakhan, (yes Louis Farrakhan,) Jesse Jackson and 
Al Sharpton.  These are just a few of the many 
names that come to mind. Each of these people has 
experienced some kind of media storm in which they 
have been misrepresented, usually by taking what 
they have said out of context and turning i t into 
what sounds to some as hate speech. The false 
accusations become fact and the possibili ty of the 
truth ever emerging is slim or when i t does, no one 
cares to listen.   
  
I can recall my fi rst discovery of a person who was 
victimized in this manner - Paul Robeson. I was well 
into my college years of black awareness and I was 
astonished that I had not heard of him before. Then 
it was pointed out to me as a matter of fact that he 
was some kind of Communist, as if that explained 
everything. I t explained nothing. My curiosity was 
piqued and I began to seek out information about 
this great American. What I learned was that 
Robeson a star college and professional athlete, 
internationally acclaimed actor, singer and orator 
had run afoul of the whi te establishment in the 
Uni ted States with his persistent advocacy against 
segregation, racism and economic injustice and for 
organized labor. Like many in the 1930Õs, he got 
involved with the Communist Party. He even had 
the audacity to go to Russia to perform as a guest of  
the Communist leadership. Eventually, he was 
labeled a Communist and Òblacklisted.Ó By the time I  
reached adolescence in the 1960Õs, Paul Robeson was 
a non person, so much so that black people didnÕt 
even mention him. His name never came up in my 
home until  I asked about him.    
  
The thing about Paul Robeson that is most relevant 
here is that he said and did things that brought to 
light the plight of African Americans and many 
working class whites. He told the truth about 



America. He was vilifi ed for doing so and as a result 
he went f rom being one of the most popular people 
in America to being an invisible man because he 
refused to do otherwise. Paul RobesonÕs story is 
important to tell . I t fi ts a pattern. We see that 
pattern being played out once again using the media 
technology of today to assassinate the character of  
Jeremiah Wright, making him that bad, angry, black 
man who preaches hate and who hates America.   
  
So, when the story maligning Jeremiah Wright hi t 
the airwaves, like many other African Americans 
who know him, I was immediately suspicious. When 
I got a look at the so-called evidence, I knew 
immediately that he had been taken out of context. 
When I saw the clips in their proper context, i t was 
clear to me that false witness had been borne against 
a ministerial colleague. By this time, the 
congregation that he served as pastor and teacher 
for so many years, Trini ty Uni ted Church of Christ 
in Chicago was being labeled a cult. The historic 
racist pattern of vilifi cation and marginalization of  
an African American leader was at work and many 
people were falling in line with i t, without 
reservation, no questions asked.  
  
Over a week has gone by and still no questions are 
being asked. The assumption in most of the media 
outlets is that what was said about Jeremiah Wright 
is true.  Here are three examples from one news 
source, the Sunday New York Times of March 23rd:   
  
¥ The front page news piece ti tled, Obama Talk 
Fuels Easter Sermons. While this story tells how a 
broad range of preachers would or would not respond 
to the speech on race given earlier in the week by 
Barack Obama, i t never delves into what provoked 
that speech. I t only alludes to some who “asked how 
Mr. Wright, the minister could utter such 
inflammatory things from the pulpit” and cites some 
Black ministers who said that “their sermons might 
address how the reputation of a man many of them 
revere was reduced to sound bites.”   
  
¥ This issue of the Times in i ts Week in Review 
section includes a news analysis piece ti tled, “Talk 
About Race,” which places ObamaÕs speech in an 
historical context, but when i t identi fi es how the 
speech came about, i t names Òthe escalating 
controversy over videotaped snippets of 
inflammatory anti-white, anti American rhetoric, by 
the Rev. Jeremiah A. Wright Jr., his longtime 
spiritual advisor and former pastor.”   
  
¥ Finally, the Sunday Times Week in Review section 
has a column by Maureen Dowd ti tled, Haunting 
ObamaÕs Dreams.  Here Dowd asserts, “Hillary got a 
boost from the wackadoodle Jeremiah Wright.”  

Dowd is syndicated. So, I saw this column again on 
Tuesday in the Syracuse Post Standard.   
  
By Easter Sunday enough was known about the 
questionable nature of the aspersions against the 
Rev. Wright that some in the media should have 
been ready to challenge the assumptions that fueled 
the controversy, but that didnÕt happen. The 
conversation moved on to race and presidential 
poli tics. I have no problem with that, because i t is an 
important issue to be explored in depth along with 
the broader and more important topic of race and 
racism in America.  My hope is that maybe this time 
some substantial change will result.  However for me, 
a real conversation about race and racism in America 
must include how we respond to corrupt media 
outlets that play on negative racial stereotypes and 
the fears they inspire.  
  
For now, i t is important to mobilize against the lie. 
For those of us, who know better, to allow the 
unwarranted attack on Jeremiah Wright to go on 
unchallenged would be to become complicit in the 
crime. My hope is that you, my ministerial 
colleagues and New York Conference leaders will 
take the time to refl ect on this and act. Can we fi nd 
ways as pastors and teachers and lay leaders to help 
others understand the misdeed that has been 
perpetrated by some in the mass media? Of course, 
this wonÕt be easy. We should note that the national 
setting of our church has worked long and hard to 
counter the onslaught of media attacks with limi ted 
success. Needless to say, this matter cannot be 
effectively addressed with the stroke of a pen, a 
sermon or a public demonstration. I t will take many 
teachable moments over time. I t will require 
sustained organized ini tiative on our part to reach 
local media outlets with accurate information 
regarding Rev. Wright and the UCC.  Nonetheless, I 
am convinced that we are called to challenge the lie 
with the truth.  Once that task is underway, I can get 
unstuck.   
  
Peace, blessings and Easter Joy,  
Geoffrey A. Black 
Conference Mi nister  
New York Conference   
Uni ted Church of  Christ  

 
Acknowledging Dominion 

Copyright © 2008 - Eco-Justice Ministries 
Reprinted with permission 

 
On the Columbia River, not far upstream from 
Portland, Oregon, there's a difficult problem with no 
easy answers. It is a vivid example of a type of 



situation that we're going to have to confront more 
often in the years to come.  
 
How do we deal with a world that is profoundly shaped 
by human impacts? There are tricky practical elements 
to that questions, but we also encounter much larger 
philosophical and theological issues. We're taken to the 
heart of that unpopular (to many) biblical word, 
"dominion."  
 

+     +     +     +     + 
 
You may have seen news reports in the last few weeks 
about salmon and sea lions on the Columbia River. 
Plans are being considered -- and now argued in court -
- that would allow state wildlife officials to remove 
many sea lions from the river. The first option is to trap 
the mammals and relocate them to zoos or aquariums. 
If no facilities can be found to take them, the sea lions 
would be killed.  
 
The sea lions are a problem because very few salmon 
are swimming up the Columbia River in recent years. 
When the salmon get to the Bonneville Dam -- the first 
dam on the Columbia -- they have to swim up "fish 
ladders" to continue upstream. Some resourceful sea 
lions have figured out that this confined spot on the 
river is a wonderful place to catch salmon. About a 
hundred sea lions are eating at least 5,000 salmon 
during the spawning season, and that's a significant 
percentage of the already diminished salmon run.  
 
The salmon population is at risk because of an 
"unnatural" situation, with huge dams that hinder their 
migration, and deteriorating habitat -- both in the ocean 
and in the Columbia watershed. In that already 
compromised setting, a crowd of hungry sea lions can 
demolish the fragile salmon population.  
 
So what do you do at the base of the dam? Let the sea 
lions feed where the fish are forced to concentrate? 
Remove the sea lions so the fish stand a chance? Tell 
people that they can't fish for salmon? (That restriction 
may be imposed on both commercial and recreational 
salmon fishing along most of the Pacific coast this 
year.) Remove the dams so that the fish can migrate 
freely? (Removing dams is being seriously considered, 
but it certainly won't happen soon.)  
 
A decision will be made about the sea lions and 
salmon, even if it is to decide not to decide. This scene 
on the Columbia River illustrates one occasion when 
humans are in a position where they must exercise 
some sort of "dominion" over a habitat.  
 

+     +     +     +     + 
 
A lengthy recent report in the journal High Country 
News ("Unnatural Preservation") takes this question of 
ecological management to a much larger scale, and 
looks at many of the difficult and complicated choices 
being faced by public land managers. The article gives 
primary attention to the new management questions 
being encountered as the impacts of global climate 
change become evident across the western US.  
 
As with the Columbia River dam, human impacts have 
changed the rules. With global warming, though, we 
don't get the option of "putting it back the way it was", 
of removing the dam. Climate impacts will continue, 
and become stronger, in years to come. Decisions will 
have to be made, even when we don't want to make 
them, or have a good basis -- scientifically or morally -
- for what actions to take.  
 
As the High Country News reporters put it:  
 
So professional preservationists, and the environmental 
movement as a whole, are left with unnatural choices: 
They can intervene aggressively to maintain habitat 
threatened by planetary warming ... Or they can decide 
to continue to use the traditional hands-off approach -- 
and thereby allow millennia-old ecosystems to die off 
and be replaced in ways that would never have 
happened naturally, if not for global warming. 
 
In the presence of human-induced climate change, 
there is no "natural" choice. There is no way that 
humans can be uninvolved in what happens. The 
reality of global warming is forcing many ecologists to 
reconsider what is now required in the "management" 
of lands and wildlife.  
 

+     +     +     +     + 
 
A friend of mine speaks of Genesis 1:26-28 as one of 
the "terrible texts" in the Bible. It is the oft-quoted 
passage which speaks of God giving humans dominion 
over the earth. The dominion role is one that many in 
our faith tradition have been eager to claim, even 
though it is not a widespread theme in scripture. (The 
language about human dominion over creation appears 
only in Genesis 1 and Psalm 8.) The biblical command 
to have dominion has provided a theological basis for 
the extensive human use of God's creation.  
 
For decades, the Christian environmental movement 
has struggled to clarify that "dominion" is very 
different from "domination." Dominion, at its best, has 
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been lifted up as enlightened stewardship and 
management. Often, though, we've tried to downplay 
the whole notion of dominion. As we've come to a 
deeper understanding of the complexity of ecological 
systems, we've been hesitant to claim the sort of 
wisdom and power that are needed to actively manage 
the natural world.  
 
The recent news from the Columbia River, and the 
many difficult choices faced by those charged with 
managing public lands, show us that "letting nature 
take its course" isn't a legitimate option anymore. 
Human impacts are so pervasive and so powerful that 
we are always in a role of shaping how ecosystems 
function. Like it or not, we must decide how to manage 
the world around us.  
 
Precisely because we have already shaped the world so 
dramatically, we cannot turn away from the ongoing 
need to manage this disrupted situation. We must, in 
some way, exercise dominion, even if we find that role 
distasteful.  

 
Those decisions about management are being made -- 
in legislatures and courts, and by the dedicated staff in 
National Parks, National Forests and other public 
lands. They are complicated and controversial 
decisions, because we no longer can pretend to be 
uninvolved, and because we don't have thoughtful 
principles about how to be involved.  
 
It is important that we, as leaders in faith communities, 
join in the conversation about the values and goals that 
should be used in making these management choices. 
As climate change and other human impacts force us 
into exercising dominion of some sort, let us dig deep 
into our theology and ethics for guidelines about 
appropriate stewardship.  
 
Shalom!  
 
Rev. Peter Sawtell 
Executive Director, Eco-Justice Ministries  
 


