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Why do black lives matter?
How do we know that life itself matters?
If you just look around, the answers aren’t clear. Life is hard, people can be cruel,
and the systems people create can be unjust. Nature itself is about survival of the
fittest. To understand the words, "black lives matter," we must learn to see in new
ways, with the eyes of faith, and through the eyes of the marginalized.
At First Presbyterian Church of Pittsburgh, our hearts ache for our brothers and
sisters everywhere who are hurting. We were each created by a loving, personal God
who formed the first human being out of the dirt with God's own hands, and then
breathed God's own breath into him. “Adam” comes from the Hebrew word athama,
which means “earth.” God put a share of his own love, truth, beauty, and goodness
into each of us.
Each of us is capable of great nobility.
God created us with the freedom to choose to follow God or not. When Adam chose
to be his own God, sin entered creation. A chasm now separated human beings from
God and from each other, and all human relations were marred by shame, deceit, and
exploitation.
Each of us is more evil than we dare imagine.
In over a decade of city-center ministry, I’ve seen how unjust systems keep people
down. Recently a friend, a leader of achievement who is black, shared that he had just
had “the talk” with his sons about how to respond if they got pulled over while driving.
Because of sin, nothing works right; the best human plans are flawed; all creation
groans. But God didn’t leave us alone. God sent his Son to live as an exile in the world
he created. He was put to death by sinful leaders of an unjust system. If we had been
there, we too would have shouted, “Crucify!”
Black lives matter, indeed, all lives matter so much to Jesus Christ that he took all
the evil of the world upon himself. No matter who we are or what we’ve done, our life
has been redeemed at infinite cost by the God of Creation. This is the Gospel; the Good
News of what God has done through Jesus Christ.

At First Presbyterian Church everything we do is based on this Good News. The
Gospel is what makes the Christian faith unique among world religions. It is not a
system of thought; it is neither left nor right. It is the news of what a personal God
has done to have a relationship with us. Only God can transform people’s hearts.
Only God can restore God’s image in us.
Black lives matter because each of us is God's creation. The Gospel calls us to
struggle against racism and unjust systems which deny this image in others. Only
when we understand that Jesus saved us at infinite cost when we were helpless to
help ourselves will we gladly care for others.
Doing justice Jesus’ way is not easy. Because today’s problems are so great, it’s
tempting to resort to unjust means, or just do nothing. In working to end racism and
dismantle unjust structures, First Presbyterian Church chooses the way of Jesus
Christ, to love unconditionally, risk boldly, and serve humbly. We deplore violence.
We are inspired by the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King who refused to use immoral
means to achieve moral ends. As Rev. King said in his “Letter from Birmingham Jail,”
“We have not made a single gain in civil rights without legal and nonviolent
pressure.”
With Jesus Christ at work in us, we know that his truth, love, justice, and peace
will ultimately prevail.

Yours in Christ,

Reverend Thomas M. Hall, II

Following this letter is a message from the Session and a newsletter on racial justice.

There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.
Galatians 3:28
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WRITTEN BY: MEMBERS OF THE SESSION

What God requires of all of us is to “… do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with God.”
Micah 6:8

"The Session, as spiritual leaders of the church, acknowledges and affirms our love
and concern for our black brothers and sisters in Christ and our desire for social
justice, peace and equality. We, as disciples of Jesus Christ, affirm our commitment
to fight racism and social injustices that propagate racism.
We ask that the congregation join us and take action:
First, pray for wisdom, and that our ways are overcome by His.
Second, listen -- hear what our black brothers and sisters in
Christ are testifying as to their experience.
Third, help us as we build allies in faith in our community,
welcome all with open hearts, and embrace differences and
diversity as one in the Holy Spirit."
Stay tuned, the Session will share more opportunities that align with God’s will to
seek justice and to help us truly understand the journeys and inequities that people
of color experience in our community.

"My brethren, do not hold the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, with partiality…. if you really fulfill
the royal law according to the scripture, “you shall love your neighbor as yourself,” you do well; but if you show
partiality, you commit sin." James 2: 1-9
“God sends the Church to work for justice in the world: exercising its power for the common good;
dealing honestly in personal and public spheres; seeking dignity and freedom for all people…”
Book of Order, W-5.0304
“WE LIVE OUT OUR FAITH IN THE WORLD. Just as God sent Jesus Christ to a suffering world and just as Jesus sent
out disciples to build his church, so God send us. God can accomplish Jesus’ entire mission without our help, but
remarkably chooses to work through us to bring God’s transforming power to bear in the world. The Good News of
what Jesus has done is meant for all people. Following Jesus means that we tell other people his Good News and make
disciples for him. Also, it means that we are to speak peace, advocate justice and find ways to care for those who are
hurting and marginalized." FPCP: What We Believe
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Racial Reconciliation newsletter, Vol. 1
WRITTEN BY: ALYSSA MIVILLE, FPCP OFFICE MANAGER

Dear Friends,
It is hard to believe that we have been suffering the impact of the pandemic
for seven months now. Some people have been in quarantine since March,
while others have had to resume their work and other activities in-person. We
are grateful that we are able to worship with you all once again, in-person, yet
we recognize that we live in different times now... Things aren't like they were
when we worshiped together back in March. Now we are all wearing masks...
bumping elbows... remaining "socially distanced" (a now-common term which
didn't exist at the start of this year)….

All of this feels alien to us in some way or another as we mourn the loss of
intimacy and closeness with friends and other loved ones. Amidst all of this, we
have also been bombarded with news of protests, riots, arrests, and shootings...
for days, weeks, and months on end. With the 25th of October just around the
corner, we reflect on the death of George Floyd, whose death five months ago
sparked protests across the world.
It's incredible to think that the death of one person could serve as a catalyst for
so much unrest and upheaval worldwide... But when you look deeper, my
friends, you will see that it was not just that one death. That was simply the
tipping point. The unrest we are seeing today is a result of the culmination of
hundreds of avoidable deaths of black men, women, and children. We
remember the deaths of 25-year old Ahmaud Arbery, who was out for an
afternoon jog; 26-year old Breonna Taylor, an emergency medical technician
who was at home resting; and 12-year old Tamir Rice, who was outside playing
with a toy gun. This could have been one of our running partners... an EMT that
could've saved one of our lives... or even our very own child. But these
individuals, and countless others, faced the unfortunate, longstanding effects of
systemic racism.

ISAIAH 61:1

Imagine the pain God must be feeling over the deaths of his beloved children.
He created each and every one of us to bear His image. He created us to live in
fellowship with one another... He created us to look out for one another...
I know that we are all feeling pain and anguish, over lots of different things, and
it's being expressed in lots of different ways... but we can't let these emotions
overcome or divide us. As a church body, let us stand together against racism...
Let us stand together for equality... As members of First Presbyterian Church of
Pittsburgh, let us call out for God's peace as we advocate for true justice. Amen.
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Ways To Support Our Friends in Christ
As followers of Christ, it is important that we take action when we see others
being mistreated. But I tell you this, my friends... Helping our black friends and
neighbors will not be an easy task. It will take time, patience, and persistence.
But if there has ever been a time to step forward and do something, that time is
now. The issues we are seeing and hearing about today stem all the way back to
the beginning of our nation; of course, it is important to recognize the significant
progress that has been made since then, as I don't believe any followers of Christ
would actively call for slavery or segregation to be reinstated... however, all of the
changes that have been made throughout the decades still seem to fall short of
how God calls us to love one another.
We must actively be anti-racist if we are to show our Christ-like love for our
brothers and sisters in Christ. We must continue to spread the truth of the
Gospel until all our black brothers and sisters in Christ are seen and treated as
truly equal. Our great and mighty Lord created us in His image -- each and every
one of us -- and we must love one another as God loves us. "For God shows no
partiality" (Romans 2:11). Below are some ways you can show your love.

1 . You can sign petitions. Read the stories and information presented, too. You
will find common threads that reflect the injustices present in our country.
2. You can donate. Donate what you can, where you'd like to see change happen.
FPCP staff suggest sending contributions to the Equal Justice Initiative. Here is a
link for more information: https://eji.org/racial-justice/

You may also consider supporting local black-owned businesses -- from health &
wellness shops, to restaurants, to arts & culture... Here's a list to get you started:
https://www.visitpittsburgh.com/blog/black-owned-pittsburgh/

DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.

3. You can educate yourself. There is no quick way to do this, my friends. It will take
time, but it will be worth the investment. Have conversations... Ask questions.
Challenge both yourself and those around you. Keep asking yourself: "What am I
doing to educate myself? How am I showing up for and showing God's love for black
individuals? " It is a privilege to remain neutral or silent. In this digital era, there are
so many resources at our fingertips. Let us utilize them to bring about God's peace
and grace and to show our support for our black brothers and sisters.
Here is a document of anti-racism resources, full of suggestions for parents
teaching their kids; books and articles to read; podcasts to listen to; films and tv
shows to watch; and organizations to follow: bit.ly/ANTIRACISMRESOURCES
Below is a sampling of books you can read to help educate yourself:
Just Mercy by Bryan Stevenson
| Under Our Skin by Benjamin Watson
White Fragility by Robin DiAngelo | How To Be An Antiracist by Dr. Ibram X. Kendi
The Cross and the Lynching Tree by James Cone
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Ways To Support Our Friends in Christ (cont.)
4. You can listen. Listen to your black brothers and sisters. James (1:19) says: "My
dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen,
slow to speak and slow to become angry."
We should filter everything we hear through the word of God. Some people are
listening, while others are talking. Both are helpful to the cause, but we should be
listening to those who are facing injustices to learn how we can help them.
There are a lot of distractions and side issues being discussed that are taking away
from the main problem. This is a heart issue... and that is why it keeps getting
passed down, generation after generation. Helping our black brothers and sisters
is not a matter of checking off boxes (i.e., reading a book, listening to a podcast, or
attending a protest)... It's about doing those things to educate ourselves, and to
transform and change our hearts so that we can love our neighbors the way God
intended us to. From there, we can only hope that they, too, will be transformed in
their hearts and minds.

BRYAN STEVENSON
AUTHOR OF "JUST MERCY"

"Black Lives Matter" or "All Lives Matter"?
"Black Lives Matter" vs. "All Lives Matter"... These two sides continue to clash over
what is most appropriate to say... However, if you look deeper, both sides believe in
the same thing. Consider Luke 15... In the passage, there are 100 sheep, but one
sheep goes missing. Jesus leaves the 99 and goes after the one. The 99 ask: "What
about us? Don't we matter?" Of course the 99 still matter (because all lives do matter)
-- but the 99 are not the ones in danger. The one is. Jesus' focus turned to helping that
one in that moment. Following Christ's example, it is important that we shift some
of our focus to helping black lives in this moment of history.
It is not about the organization "Black Lives Matter" -- it is about the phrase itself,
because black lives do indeed matter. They matter to God, so they should matter to
us, too. (See what Randy Alcorn, founder of Eternal Perspective Ministries, has to
say: https://www.epm.org/blog/2020/Jul/20/black-lives-do-matter )

"From The Pulpit" at FPCP

Here at First Presbyterian Church, everything we do is based on the Gospel. We want our
members and guests to feel the power of the Holy Spirit and to lead a just, Christ-centered life.
We recognize that over the past four to five months, there have been many events that have
caused tension between loved ones and escalated the need for justice, equality, and change...
Fortunately, proactive members of our staff, congregation, and session have joined forces to
discuss and explore our call as a church.
Through sermons, prayers, and posts on our social media, both Pastor Tom and Pastor Dan
have voiced support for our black brothers and sisters. Here at First Presbyterian Church,
we denounce the sin of racism and we choose the way of Jesus Christ.
Through Him, we will be able to achieve the justice and peace that we seek.
PAGE 3

"From The Pulpit" at FPCP
In his May 31st sermon ("Tongues of Fire"), Pastor Tom reflected on the powerful message given to us through
Pentecost. No matter who you are, you are an image bearer of the divine. A flame keeper. With the power of the Holy
Spirit in you, "you cannot sit by and do nothing when another image bearer is suffering". God does not rest while there is
injustice and slavery of any kind, so how can we risk nothing? What did He give us His power for... if we use it for nothing?
Pastor Tom continued by reflecting on how one of Dr. King's great disappointments were Christians who did nothing in
the face of injustice. When you see injustice, you are to stop it, even if it costs you. Jesus Christ came to us at the cost of his
life. That's why he poured out his Spirit on us -- so we can be bold, courageous, loving and just... Just like Him.

What Are We Doing As A Church?

Recently, we became a Matthew 25 church, meaning we recognize Christ's urgent call to be a
church of action." Quoting from the PC(USA), "our church is not a place to escape from the world,
but rather our gateway to the community, where we may be the hands, feet, heart, and mouth of
Jesus Christ for people who are suffering." And right now, our black brothers and sisters are
suffering. "Because of our understanding of who God is and what God intends for humanity, [we]
must stand against, speak against, and work against racism."
Since May, we have been having continuous open discussions on what we can do in support of
racial justice. As a first step, FPCP elders and staff members partnered with Pastor Frank Tillman
and his wife, of Christian Fellowship Center Church, to help work against the challenges they've been
faced with since their church collapsed in June. On top of that, thanks to our Missions Committee, we
are also participating in World Mission Initiative at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary this October.
As our nation continues to grapple with racism, we must engage in honest conversation with one
another on how we can call for racial justice while also engaging in God's mission.

Let Us Not Grow Weary, Let Us Act As Leaders

While we move to create positive change, remember what Paul tells the
church: "Let us not grow weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a
harvest if we do not give up" (Gal. 6:9). An article from Christianity Today reflects
on this well... "When brothers and sisters need us to stand with them again, let us
not grow weary... When we see the systems of racism are still alive
in our country, let us not grow weary... When we are asked to say something even
though it would be easier not to, let us not grow weary... Showing up is hard, but
that's not a reason to step back from the work of the church for racial justice." All
churches are a body, and we must get the whole body involved. Our decision to
show up matters... What statement do we want to make in these troubled times?
Whether we choose to act or not will remain with the history of our church.
Let us be leaders in the community that we are at the center of. Let us do our
part to help bring about permanent change. Let us focus on living out and
proclaiming the gospel of the Lord... Wouldn't you like to have the courage to be
bold like the disciples? Pastor Tom's sermon from May 24th resonates well with the
current challenge: "Is the purpose of the church to be safe? No. The purpose of the
church is to be sent..." Friends, God is calling on us now amidst the struggles of
injustice. Let us be bold, loving, and courageous, just like Jesus' disciples.
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