The Power of Place and Making Change Happen: How Hamilton Park United Methodist
Church Can Interpret Acts 1-5 for the Transformation of the Hamilton Park Community
in Dallas, Texas

by

Bryant Xavier Phelps

Date: April 27, 2026

Approved:

Dr. Prince R. Rivers, Supervisor

Dr. Froswa Booker-Drew, Second Reader

Dr. Prince R. Rivers, D.Min. Director

Thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of
the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Ministry
in the Divinity School of Duke University

2026



ABSTRACT
The Power of Place and Making Change Happen: How Hamilton Park United Methodist

Church Can Interpret Acts 1-5 for the Transformation of the Hamilton Park Community
in Dallas, Texas

by

Bryant Xavier Phelps

Date: April 27, 2026

Approved:

Dr. Prince R. Rivers, Supervisor

Dr. Froswa Booker-Drew, Second Reader

Dr. Prince R. Rivers, D.Min. Director

Thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of
the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Ministry
in the Divinity School of Duke University

2026



Copyright by
Bryant Xavier Phelps
2026



Abstract

The Hamilton Park Community in Dallas, Texas, was created as a haven for racially
terrorized Black people in 1954. Hamilton Park Methodist Church, now Hamilton Park
United Methodist Church, was founded in 1957 to provide a Wesleyan Christian expression
to the community. Today, the Hamilton Park Community is threatened by predatory
development that has created economic strain for many of its residents, including some
original homeowners. The effects of which are continued racial terror as displacement,
divestment, and disillusionment.

Since 1990, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church has been the only church in
the community. Transformation is its theological task, found in Acts 1-5. The Book of Acts, a
book of history, tells the story of the formation of the church following Jesus’ ascension and how,
through discipleship, leadership, and partnership, it inspired the transformation of marginalized
communities despite Roman imperialistic terror. As the only church in the Hamilton Park
Community, a church in the tradition of the historic Black church, Hamilton Park United
Methodist Church is the most powerful entity to transform the community.

This project seeks to define place theologically, analyze the community’s place and the
church’s place historically, and situate Hamilton Park United Methodist Church in that place as
the only meaningful, powerful tool for social transformation. From the historical, theo-political,
and social exploration of place, the church is exhumed as the most powerful place capable of
making change happen for the community, because it is the continuation of a movement that
began in Acts 1-5. This project helps Hamilton Park United Methodist Church establish and
accomplish change through an interpretation of Acts1-5 as a theological imperative. Hamilton

Park United Methodist Church is the place that can make change happen and inspire the

v



transformation of the Hamilton Park Community in Dallas, Texas, because it has the power

of place; it is the church for Hamilton Park.
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Introduction: The Beginnings of Place

I am an ordained elder in the United Methodist Church. Rooted in the ministry
tradition of John Wesley, my ministry is itinerant; I go to the places where I am sent.
Understanding that the “world was his parish,” John Wesley is believed to have preached
over 40,000 sermons throughout his lifetime, many of them from his work as a traveling
evangelist.! Like the apostles before him, Wesley preached, spreading the gospel, from
place to place to effect change in each place. Itineracy is a system curated by a bishop.
The bishop classifies each qualified clergy person's location as an appointment. A
clergyperson’s appointment is determined by their gifts, skills, interests, performance,
qualifications, and the needs of a particular congregation and parish. The clergyperson’s
goal in itineracy is not only to curate and further cultivate the discipleship of the local
church but to position (or reposition) the church to effect the greatest change in the parish
or place it is situated in or upon. Itineracy at its best is a system used to strengthen the
church in spreading the gospel, building the kingdom of God on earth, and becoming a
more effective change agent in its social location. This idea of ministry has clarified my
commitment to social justice and Black liberation and helped me to understand the power
of my place and the church’s place in restructuring society for the good of all of God’s
creation.

I began my service in the United Methodist Church at the request of a former

bishop who recruited me from the National Baptist Convention of America, Inc. to help

! Arthur Dicken Thomas, “Profiles in Faith: John Wesley,” C.S. Lewis Institute,
https://www.cslewisinstitute.org/resources/profiles-in-faith-john-wesley/, accessed April 22, 2026.
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revitalize historically, predominantly Black churches in the North Texas area, believing
that my gifts and graces could not only revitalize them but reposition them for their
greatest usefulness. Consequently, I began serving as a staff pastor at St. Paul United
Methodist Church in Downtown Dallas. St. Paul United Methodist Church was founded
as St. Paul Mission by freed slaves in 1873, eight years following the emancipation of
Black Texans, in the original city limits of Dallas, Texas. Today, St. Paul remains in the
same location as its founding and is now one of only three original Black-designed
buildings remaining in what is now considered the “Arts District” of Downtown Dallas.

Resulting from increased development and high costs of living and officing,
Downtown Dallas, like any other major city, has felt the pinch of poverty and abject
homelessness. Responding to this, Paul launched Renaissance 2000, Inc., St. Paul’s
faithful endeavor to meet the needs of the unsheltered and combat homelessness and
mental health disparities in Downtown Dallas. Through the non-profit, St. Paul launched
a homeless feeding and resourcing program called Body and Soul Homeless Ministry.
With the support of major philanthropic partners, the feeding program would evolve into
its own non-profit entity to increase its capacity to feed thousands of Downtown Dallas’s
unsheltered citizens and provide them with resources in the church’s basement weekly.
St. Paul, through its many ministry pursuits, has, in every generation, embraced its place
in the infrastructure of Dallas and its inclusion in Dallas’ evolution, to inspire and
institute social, political, educational, and theological transformation.

Serving at St. Paul further clarified my theological commitment to liberation and
inspired me to encourage discipleship that makes a difference where we are planted.

Following my time at St. Paul, I was appointed to serve The United Methodist Church of



the Disciple (now Life Center United Methodist Church) in DeSoto, Texas, southern
Dallas County. It was there that I carried with me the ethos of place, developed concepts
of place, and experimented to make the church’s place as transformative.

Ideas of Place

DeSoto, Texas, a small southwestern Dallas County city known for its sprawling,
affordable homes and its young, predominantly Black, middle-class affluence. As
Dallas’s population grew in the 1980s, so did the county’s southernmost suburbs, such as
DeSoto. The small city was known as a destination for young, middle-class, and wealthy
families who were predominantly white. During its growth, the North Texas Annual
Conference of The United Methodist Church apportioned nearly one million dollars to
launch a church, The United Methodist Church of the Disciple, in 1993. The North Texas
Annual Conference understood the value of the area and monetized it according to
affluence and whiteness. By 1999, the church and conference had identified eight acres of
land for a multi-phase building project. In 2000, The United Methodist Church of the
Disciple, then with nearly 500 predominantly white members, opened its new 15,000-
square-foot complex, completing its first phase of construction.

Just as The United Methodist Church of the Disciple opened its doors to its new
facility, the demographics of DeSoto began shifting with a high influx of Black middle-
class people buying homes. As the city’s Black population grew, DeSoto’s white
population began selling their homes and moving northward.? Between 2000 and 2020,

DeSoto shifted from a predominantly white city to one with a Black population of nearly

2 Eric Nicholson, “In Dallas, White Flight Never Ends,” Dallas Observer,
https://www.dallasobserver.com/news/in-dallas-white-flight-never-ends-8265092/, accessed January 5,
2026.
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80% Black. Similarly, as DeSoto changed, the United Methodist Church of the Disciple
changed becoming a predominantly Black church.
Preparing the Church for Change

I was appointed to serve The United Methodist Church of the Disciple in 2018 to
transition with its first Black pastor. In this year-long transition, I learned the story of the
church, the city, and the challenges of attempting ministry in an unsettled neighborhood.
As transition in the pastorate began to intensify in the spring of 2019, the North Texas
Annual Conference of The United Methodist Church partnered with the church to
conduct critical research on the trends, behaviors, and perceptions of the neighborhood;
desires of the church, and the financial integrity of the church needed for innovation.
After several months of study, what was revealed was a startling perception that the
neighborhood still believed that the church was a predominantly White church. The
physical design and the name suggested to the community that we were did not reflect the
demographics of the community.

I began my tenure as senior pastor on July 1, 2019, and our leadership
immediately began reconciling the data of the research with our reality as a church.
Although we reflected the racial demographic of the population, we were far from young
and struggled with debt. In fact, the walls of the church were adorned with relics of the
past, largely white or ethnically ambiguous crafts that were not culturally affirming for
the people who occupied the space and now labor to maintain. Further, we were
familiarized with our challenges, identified opportunities, and strategized for change.

Before my first charge conference, I led the congregation in discernment of our identity



and place in the community.? In our discernment, we reckoned that we were attempting to
continue and improve upon a project specifically designed for white affluence rather than
creating an ecosystem that truly embraced our heritage and one that welcomed diverse
people for years to come. During the charge conference, a motion was made to rename
and rebrand the church to affirm those who called it home and reflect the diversity
DeSoto had grown to embrace. The motion carried, and the church overwhelmingly voted
to rename and rebrand itself. However, the beginning of the year would bring
insurmountable challenges that impeded progress.
Between the charge conference vote in the fall of 2019 and the beginning of

2020, we designed a capital campaign called “Bridging the Gap” to be launched on
January 1, 2020. The response to the launch was exhilarating. The campaign received
dozens of pledges and amassed critical dollars. As this work intensified, we secured grant
dollars and commissioned teams to discern and develop our new name and brand,
increase our social media presence and outreach efforts, and launched an interior design
team to begin designing an innovative and culturally welcoming home. But by March
2020, although we had already raised $20,000, the momentum would be stalled by the
onset of the COVID-19 Pandemic.

In January 2020, initial cases of an unknown and highly contagious respiratory
virus emerged in the United States. With no research for this new disease nor cure, the
virus gained traction and spread like wildfire throughout the world. By March, it became

necessary to discontinue in-person gathering and quarantine at home indefinitely, lasting

3 A charge conference in the United Methodist Church, is the local church’s annual business meeting to
affirm ministry candidates, vote on new leaders, receive reports and adopt new policies.
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nearly one-year. During quarantine, the church leveraged raised dollars to support food
banks, assist families in utility payments, and provide gas cards for first-responders. Yet,
while we were virtual, the church and campus began to succumb to deferred maintenance
with the roof of the church in despair and the heating and air conditioning of the
parsonage dying. By the end of 2020, the church sold the parsonage, which allowed us to
cut the church's debt in half and receive over $100,000 in equity. Then, as vaccinations
rolled out in February 2021, we prepared to return for in-person gatherings until the
deadly Texas Winter Storm caused our pipes to burst, flooding the entire 15,000-square-
foot facility.* Through grants, equity, and insurance claims, The United Methodist
Church of the Disciple utilized nearly one-million-dollars to create a space that reflected
culture, innovation, and partnerships. As the church began living into its vision as “the
center of life for believers, a resource for the community, and a beacon of hope,” it began
envisioning the development of the remaining land to create a village of multi-family
housing where the church “centers” a community. The United Methodist Church of the
Disciple re-entered its sanctuary in November 2021, with the entire renovation being
completed in the April 2022. Despite the gains, a remodeled campus, and new
relationships, the church still needed a name.

From November 2021 until April 2022, the church entered a period of restoration
where it gathered to grieve and recommit to discipleship. Then, from September 2022

until April 2022 a special team, reflecting the church’s diversity in age, class, gender, and

4 Sharon Grigsby, “They Faced Plague. Then Floods. Now, for this DeSoto church, a Sweet Day of
Thanksgiving,” Dallas Morning News, https://www.dallasnews.com/news/commentary/2021/11/12/they-
faced-plague-then-floods-now-for-this-desoto-church-a-sweet-day-of-thanksgiving/, accessed January 5,
2026.
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experiences, discerned and developed new names to present to the church with brand
packages for each one. Before the Lenten Season of 2023, the church voted on a new
name, and during Lent, the naming team finalized the brand for the selected name. On
Easter Sunday, 2023, the name Life Center United Methodist Church was announced.
Between Pentecost Sunday and September 1, 2023, the name “The United Methodist
Church of the Disciple” was discontinued and we embraced a season of “going dark.”
This season was our wilderness experience, like Christ’s wilderness experience following
his baptism. On Sunday, September 3, 2023, Life Center United Methodist Church “went
live.”

Soon after its relaunch, Life Center United Methodist Church was now ready to
make change because it had changed. During the dark period of the church, the season
between The United Methodist Church of the Disciple and Life Center United Methodist
Church, the leadership and I began talking about the slow development of the area and
the church and our undeveloped land. As the newly minted Life Center United Methodist
Church, it was invited to several and think-tanks ready to invest in its new brand to help it
meet new and pressing needs. With their help, Life Center United Methodist Church was
better equipped to grapple with the needs of the area manifesting in slow development,
housing, rising interest rates, our remaining infrastructural projects, and childcare and
food deserts. Life Center United Methodist Church’s journey suggested then, as it does
now, that it is a credible place to make change happen.

Insights from Place to Place
After five years of service to Life Center, change found me when I was appointed

to serve Hamilton Park United Methodist Church on January 26, 2024. Just as Life



Center had been launched, the senior pastor of Hamilton Park United Methodist Church
requested retirement. In the discernment of the bishop and his cabinet, my skills were
identified and best aligned with the needs of the Hamilton Park Community and
Hamilton Park United Methodist Church. Providentially, that alignment of skills and
resources makes for the greatest change we can provide, through God’s grace, for the
parish. With my appointment, I pondered, what insights or theological convictions do I
possess that make this the right time for the right place?

You cannot live in Dallas and not know about the Hamilton Park Community and
Hamilton Park United Methodist Church. As a student of history, a native of Texas, a
descendant of Black Texans, a leader in the city, and an official within the annual
conference, I knew Hamilton Park United Methodist Church and the Hamilton Park
Community as it was then, and now. Through my appointments and the winds of the
spirit, I carried with me lessons, understanding the task and power of the church to make
change happen in communities, especially like Hamilton Park. What happened to the
community that needs repair? From my insights, I believed that the only place with has
the transformative power to change communities is the church.

To inspire change, the church must understand its theological, historical, and
social place. It is an intricate paradigm that makes the church distinctively, and wholly
capable of social transformation. Some communities do not progress because the church
does not reflect the demographics of the community, and other communities are in
conditions the church did not seek to combat. Having insight on the power of the church,
is the condition of the Hamilton Park Community reflective of the inaction of the church?

How long has the church been asleep? How does a church make change happen?



For change to happen in Hamilton Park Community, Hamilton Park United
Methodist Church must reclaim its power of place, and understand itself in the
theological, historical, and social tradition as the church under the Lordship of Jesus
Christ first identified in Acts 1-5. The church seeking to make change cannot begin at
Acts 1-5, it must begin at creation. At creation, the church understands God’s purposeful
intention with place and humanity’s misappropriation of empowerment that causes
challenges in communities. With a theological understanding of place, churches must
interrogate the historical and social roots of their challenges, the narrative of their origin
stories, use their theological, historical, and social lens of the church’s creation in Acts to
reframe their challenges, and through exegesis, identify their task, deepen their
convictions, and maximize their resources to make change happen. Hamilton Park United

Methodist Church must go back to move forward.



Chapter 1: What is Place?

“When God began to create the heavens and the earth, the earth was
complete chaos, and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind
from God swept over the face of the waters. Then God said, ‘Let there be
light,” and there was light. And God saw that the light was good, and God
separated the light from the darkness. God called the light day, and the
darkness he called night. And there was evening, and there was morning,
the first day. And God said, ‘Let there be a dome in the midst of the
waters, and let it separate the waters from the waters.” So God made the
dome and separated the waters that were under the dome from the waters
that were above the dome. And it was so. God called the dome sky. And
there was evening, and there was morning, the second day. And God said,
‘Let the waters under the sky be gathered together into one place, and let
the dry land appear.” And it was so. God called the dry land Earth, and
the waters that were gathered together he called Seas. And God saw that
it was good. Then God said, ‘Let the earth put forth vegetation: plants
yielding seed and fruit trees of every kind on earth that bear fruit with the
seed in it.” And it was s0.”!

Understanding place is a theological task because place is a theological construct
developed at creation. Consequently, if a place is to change, place must be defined and
understood theologically. At creation, God is intrigued by the earth, a shapeless and
formless place. Even in its seeming nothingness, God understands the importance of
defining it and shaping it. The creation narrative suggests that place is definable and can
be understood in several ways. For any understanding of change, place must be defined
and understood, and the creation narrative must be theologically investigated to properly
categorize and understand place.

Understanding Place
The biblical canon itself cannot be divorced from its survey of varying places.

The creation narrative discloses this importance at the beginning of biblical literature as

I Genesis 1:1-12 NRSV
10



we have come to understand it. In the creation narrative, the writer identifies elements of
the earth, how it is created, how humanity is created, how humanity is to care for it, and
how humanity interacts with itself and with the entirety of creation. Further, the creation
narrative gives creation a name and the location of humanity’s habitation, Eden.
Throughout the biblical canon, humanity moves about the land, and writers note its
condition, the people who inhabit it, and the power humanity possesses to work and serve
creation. Those biblical writers conduct asset-mapping.

Eden is a place of a resource abundance at creation. In Eden, creation is
interdependent upon each other. In asset-mapping, Eden’s assets the Earth and living
creatures is abundant and the importance of each created elements place is important to
the thriving of the other. Asset-mapping, developed by John P. Kretzmann and John L.
McKnight, is a methodology that helps individuals or institutions identify and map other
individuals or institutions, skills, and resources to align their resources and skills for the
benefit of the community. Asset mapping takes into consideration varying concepts of
place, understanding that institutions, individuals, and land are specific types of places
that inform the success or failures of a community. After Kretzmann and McKnight
traveled across the United States, visiting over 300 communities and 20 cities, and
receiving over 3,000 narratives of people, they mapped those individuals and institutions.
Their tour revealed assets: individuals, institutions, ideas, skills, and economic,

educational, and ecological resources.?

2 Cormac Russell, Asset-Based Community Development: Looking Back to Look Forward (Self Published,
2020), Kindle, 11.
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The abundance within Eden and the mapping of those resources gives Eden
vibrancy. However, resources and skills do not, themselves, define place; they help to
clarify a place's capacity for change and the capacity of humanity and institutions to work
and serve in those locations, from their own place. Those that leverage resources are
people, individuals or institutions. With resources, one discovers that place can be
physical, people, and purposeful.

Physical Place

The New Revised Standard Version identifies the condition of the earth as
“complete chaos, and the New International Version identifies it as “formless and
empty.” The Hebrew word describing the earth’s condition is 170 -(formless). The Earth is
a place, and it is a physical one. The Earth, in its essence, is the place conducive for life,
and that physical place is the location of change. The Earth is the template for change, the
basis for the intersection of the physical, probable, and political concepts of place. In
creation, the earth is geographic, topographic, and atmospheric.

Geographic

In the creation narrative, the earth is the land, and geographic. Although science
understands the earth to be the planet on which living creation dwells on land and is
contained within the atmosphere, the biblical writer understands it to be the ground, or
land. The ground, or land, is the geographic location where people, probabilities, and
property intersect. God will name the geographic location where life dwells, Eden. Land
is the only place where humanity can thrive; it is the only place where it can dwell. From
the land (even the very bottom of the ocean) is the only place that biological life can

exist, and dry land is the only place from which buildings and roads can be sustained. At
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creation, God tells humanity to 72y (abad, or work and serve) the land, and in humanity’s
downfall, the land suffers.? Further in the progression of the creation narrative, God’s
created humans, Adam and Eve, have sons Cain and Abel. Cain will ultimately kill Abel,
manipulate the earth to bury Abel, and cover his sin. Then, as God looks for Abel, God
tells Cain that God hears Abel’s blood coming from the ground.* Abel’s blood gives land
a voice, and humanity’s manipulation of the land shares a story; land tells a story.

I am a native of Midland, Texas and as a native, I have come to understand how
land tells a story. Midland, one of the United States’ leading cities for oil production, is
situated in the Permian Basin region of the state; a region 250 miles wide and 300 miles
long. As of 2018, the region had the potential to produce 46.3 billion barrels of oil.> The
region’s oil is the nectar of the ground, which gives the area its economic vitality. The
product of the land is the story the land tells. Crude oil and petroleum fossil fuels are the
remains of marine and land life from millions of years ago, before dinosauric life began.®
The topography of the Permian Basin is rocky and flat, which itself is a relic of its
oceanic past. During the Permian geologic time, the area was shaped by the Permian Sea.
When the Permian Sea retreated and the land shifted, life once present in the sea decayed
and was buried beneath the ocean floor, now the Permian Basin. This is the land where
nearly 341,000 people in Midland-Odessa reside and sustain their economy of oil, cotton,

and cattle.

Topographic

3 Genesis 2:15 NRSV

4 Genesis 4:10 NRSV

5 Texas Railroad Commission, “Permian Basin,” Texas Railroad Commission, accessed on January 15,
2026, https://www.rrc.texas.gov/oil-and-gas/major-oil-and-gas-formations/permian-basin/.
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The story of land is as topographic as it is geographic. In the creation narrative,
the garden (or region) of creation is defined by vegetation, water, and biological life.
Where one is situated on the earth informs how life can best thrive there. The condition
of the land and its solar positioning as the earth rotates determines the level of thriving
any life form, biological or planetary, can have in that location. There are mountainous
terrains, arctic polar regions, and deserts where humanity and many biological or
planetary species cannot thrive. Through Earth’s evolution, some regions were not, at one
time, able to sustain the thriving of certain biological life-forms, and now do.
Topographically, humanity has to consider how best to live on the land it finds itself on.
Atmospheric

Just as physical place is also atmospheric. The land was called earth, and the sky
is described by its name, but the creation narrative discloses an element of place called
¥, (raqia, expanse or extended surface).” Just as the earth is identified as land, and
named earth, the sky is named as it is, the sky, but it is not the atmosphere. God created
land, water, the sky, living creatures, and encapsulated them all in a dome. The
atmosphere is the jacket, or encapsulation, of the Earth. This encapsulation covers the
entirety of the planet, it warms the earth, and holds the oxygen necessary for life to be
sustained. The atmosphere of Earth has six elements, or layers, being: the troposphere,
stratosphere, mesosphere, thermosphere, ionosphere, and exosphere. All that is alive lives
only in the encapsulation of the atmosphere.

Together, the planet Earth is the only place where life comes alive and living

things can grow and thrive. From the physical, geographic land of the earth, God made all

7 Genesis 1:7 NRSV
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living things: birds of the air, vegetation of the land, beasts of the fields, fish of the
waters, and humanity. From the physical place, God created humanity, taking from the
dirt of the earth to create humanity in God’s image. If God creates humanity from the dirt
of the physical place, then humanity has its own place. Humanity’s place is people-place.
People-place

The anthropology of people is as biological as it is theological. For the sake of
theologically defining and understanding the place of people, it must be understood that
the most consequential agent of change are people. Humanity is made by God, but
categorically different from and wholly dependent upon God. As such, humans are made
from what has been made by God previously, placing them in a relationship with it.®
Biologically, the organic composition of the earth is found in human beings, water, and
dust.” Yet, while being created categorically different from and wholly dependent upon
God, humans are complex and especially different from the whole of creation. Humanity
is especially different because of its divine origination. Ultimately, human creation is
made especially in God’s likeness and for a purpose, to be caretakers and conduits.

Humans are especially made in the likeness of God, or image of God; the imago
dei. When God created humanity from what had been created, God breathed into it ruach
or life.’? Humanity is made of God, but not God, and made of earth, but not wholly earth;
it is incarnational. As living beings with God’s substance, humanity is especially made

with purpose. God empowers humanity with God’s substance, and because God is loving

8 Genesis 2:7 NRSV

° Sallie McFague, The Body of God: An Ecological Theology (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1993),
112, Nook.

01bid., 11.
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and purposeful, humanity has purpose to do and bring about the same lovingkindness.
This purpose calls humanity to be both caretaker and conduit of God, but not God. While
humanity is made in God’s likeness, humanity is not like God because it cannot
transcend, encompass, or permeate. Human beings are finite beings. The theo-
anthropological understanding of humanity and people-place is that at creation, God
gives humanity a place of leadership, service, and stewardship. The theo-anthropological
dynamic of people-place has two aspects: communal and political.

Communal

God does not create humanity to benefit only itself; God creates humanity to be in
communion with the entirety of creation and the divine. As those who work and serve
creation, humans are empowered by the breath of God, given freedom to be in
relationship with each other and the earth, and as it is in relationship with the entirety of
creation, it brings all of creation into communion with God; creating a triune relationship.
The triunal force of God, present at creation, and replicated in creation, humanity,
especially made beings, centralize all creation into communion with God, thus serving
also as a conduit.

As the empowered of God, humanity centralizes all of creation into a Trinitarian-
like communion with God. In people-place, community is the dynamic that is created,
especially between other human beings. Communities of people constitute organizations,
neighborhoods, and sub-groups. Both the anthropological and communal aspects of
people-place disclose the dynamism needed for them to succeed; the empowerment that
God gives them in their roles as caretakers and conduits is their freedom of thought and

will. This freedom is the political aspect of people-place.
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Political

If humanity derives from nature, is shaped in the image of God, and given God’s
breath, there is a potent element within humanity to effect change. At creation, God
impresses upon the earth and gives it shape. When God created humanity, God gave
humanity special empowerment for them to be caretakers and conduits for creation; skills
and graces for cultivating and sustaining community. God lovingly and purposefully
creates for the possibility of a relationship. Consequently, the environment that God seeks
for humanity to nurture at creation, in its empowerment, is one of love. If God creates in
love, the environment that God expects for all of creation to exist is moral, ethical, and
communal. Humanity, in its people-place, is given political empowerment to ensure care.
However, when humanity began to realize this uniqueness, it misappropriates its
empowerment and sins in its “I-ness”.!!

In the case of sin, humanity must not forget that it is a special spiritual being and
has finite “creatureliness,” and that creatureliness must always be disciplined to be
content with its finite empowerment.!? Therefore, sin is the result of pride that comes
from being discontent with our finite human and spiritual capacity, and that
discontentment leads to selfishness that leads to evil.!* Discontentment with the extent of
empowerment is the challenge humanity must constantly address, because
discontentment is humanity’s desire for more political power, seeking to dominate

creation rather than cultivate it.

1 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, 2d ed. (Edinburgh: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2003), 244-245

12 William C. Placher, ed., Essentials of Christian Theology (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox
Press, 2003), 149.

13 Ibid., 150.
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Domination is humanity’s poor understanding and implementation of God’s
empowerment to 72y (abad), work and serve creation, or be a caretaker and conduit.
Humanity’s relational essence is loving and kind, which are the elements God uses to
create. That relational dynamic of love and kindness is the essence of positional-political
place; it must lead and serve from that space. When humanity sinned in the garden, that
sin and evil reflected humanity’s refusal to “accept its place” as relational beings.'* The
communities led by people with positional-political authority must be curated in the
essence of their creation, love, and kindness rather than domination. The empowerment
of humanity in positional-political empowerment, considering humanity’s proclivity to
dominate, reveals another place, the ideal place that just and loving people seek to create,
known as the promising place.

The Purposeful Place

When humanity abandoned its empowerment, it caused harm to the entirety of
creation and distorted its relationship to God. In humanity’s abdication of its
empowerment, failing to love and care for the entirety of creation, it failed to see itself in
relationship with each other, the rest of creation, and God, causing unsafe environments.
In 2024, Elon Musk, the wealthiest man in the world, opened xAl, a mega facility in
southern Memphis, Tennessee. Known as “colossus,” XAl requires huge amounts of
energy. Initially, the company planned to use up to 150 megawatts of electricity, enough
to power more than 100,000 homes. Memphis is home to nearly 620,000 people, is nearly

70% Black, and a majority of the communities affected by Musk’s plant are

14 Placher, Essentials of Christian Theology, 118.
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predominantly Black.!> XxAI’s turbines produce hazardous chemicals like formaldehyde
and create smog, and because of its veracity, those fumes have caused a spike in
hospitalizations from respiratory issues.'® Musk’s wealth spike is due, in part, to his
electric car company, Tesla. Believing that electricity is humanity’s greatest affront to
climate change. However, his company and the use of Al contribute to the world’s
climate dilemma and dysregulation. His production of sites such as XAl and extreme
wealth are emblematic of discontentment with empowerment, his appetite to dominate.
His domination disproportionately affects humanity and the entirety of creation. The
purposeful place must ultimately be a place of safety, thriving, and good for all of God’s
creation.

When God created all of creation, God called all that was created “good.” The
nature of creation, as good by God, can only suggest that when God creates, God does so
in God’s own goodness. The place in which God places humanity is a garden called
Eden. In Eden, all that is created depends on each other, and, in God’s goodness and love,
the relationship is love. As a result of humanity’s “I-ness” and misappropriation of its
empowerment, the community of love falls apart, and throughout the biblical journey,
God, through prophets, seeks to re-establish that place as an ethical, moral, and
purposeful community, which Martin Luther King, Jr. would call “beloved community.”

The beloved community is a place without the triple evils of racism, classism, and

15 Eric Hilt, “Elon Musk’s xAl facility is polluting South Memphis,” Southern Environmental Law Center,
last modified November 15, 2024, https://www.selc.org/news/elon-musks-xai-facility-is-polluting-south-
memphis/?gad source=1&gad campaignid=16633369656&gbraid=0AAAAAD99pXC2dJAyagauhFXKR
PcNwIPCné&gclid=CjOKCQiA7rDMBhCjARISAGDBUEB9nvEG92x3VzqlbBA2LcUkAnZ E2g87GWRC
aFOROCoKpABPnVDnzlaAv_FEALw_ wcB.

16 NAACP, “Press Release: Elon Musk’s xAl threatened with lawsuit over air pollution from Memphis data
center, filed on behalf of NAACP,” last modified June 17, 2025, https://naacp.org/articles/elon-musks-xai-
threatened-lawsuit-over-air-pollution-memphis-data-center-filed-behalf.
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militarism, evil resulting from humanity’s inability discipline its creatureliness and find
contentment in its finite empowerment. Through the prophetic witness of the prophets,
God sought to build the purposeful place, but God’s people still failed in their
righteousness, warranting the need for God to incarnate as Jesus Christ. Through Jesus,
God offers the clearest example to humanity of God’s will for humanity to reclaim its
positional-political place to create the purposeful place God desires. Jesus is the only way
humanity can reclaim its power to build a purposeful place.
The Power of Place

As Jesus Christ, God graciously incarnates to bring about the purposeful place, or
beloved community. Humanity can restore a relationship with creation through Jesus’
nature and work.!” Jesus’ life shows humanity how to be in relationship within creation
as he liberates humanity’s oppressed from the evil wrought by abandoned purpose. Jesus
restores relationships within creation and communion with God. Jesus’ life showed
humanity how to “live peacefully, productively and abundantly in relationship.”!®
Because he utilized his faithful positional-political place for the oppressed, Jesus was
killed, emblematic of the evil plaguing communities because of misappropriated
empowerment.!® Jesus is ultimately resurrected and conquers human evil, suggesting that,
although human evil resulting from humanity’s empowerment misappropriation can

cause pain, it can always be combatted, and the beloved community can be accomplished

in every generation. Together, those with the revelation of Christ gather to form the

17 Karl Rahner, The Love of Jesus and the Love of Neighbor, trans. Robert Barr (New York, NY: Crossroad
Publishing Company, 1983), 26.

18 Ibid., 167.
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church. And the church is the greatest conduit for creating and sustaining the promising
place of beloved community.

The church is a community of persons who have been awakened and invited by
the Holy Spirit, the Spirit within us, and are joined together in the life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus Christ — the incarnation of God. As the church, awakened
individuals come into relationship with each other, the entirety of creation, and God. The
church’s mission is to model the life of Jesus Christ as caretaker and conduit. As such,
the church assumes the duty to combat evil agitating the systems of misappropriated
empowerment with the power of the resurrection. In participating in the sacraments, the
church affirms its “interrelatedness of believers and creation” and communion with
God.?° In communion with God, the church transforms from a community into the body
of Christ. The church, people who reclaimed the power of their people-place, is the most
potent force for making change, creating a purposeful place. The purposeful place is
where the physical place and the people-place intersect, opening the possibility of

something good.

The creation narrative and asset mapping are essential to defining and
understanding place. At creation, God creates a place from a political place; when God
creates humanity from that place, God gives humanity the capacity and resources to care
for it. In the fall of humanity, where humanity misappropriates its capacity and resources
to caretake and coordinate all of creation, Eden dissolves. Through Christ, all humanity,

with what capacity and resources individuals might have, has the power to change

20 Garth Baker-Fletcher and Karen Baker-Fletcher, My Sister, My Brother: Womanist and Xodus God-
Talk (Ossining, NY: Maryknoll Orbis Books, 1997), 245.
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outcomes. Institutions and individuals have the power of place - physically, politically,
and psychologically - to create promising communities, beloved communities, of love,

justice, and equity.

Hamilton Park and Place

Theologically understanding and defining place is essential for another place to
change. The role of humanity, institutionally and individually, can deconstruct and
reconstruct the purposeful place God intended at creation in Eden. When humanity
sinned, misappropriating its empowerment of place, it deconstructed God’s purposeful
intention for triunal relationship. This reality suggests that humanity’s sin has caused
harm to others and the environment, evident even in the Hamilton Park Community.
However, through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, the spiritually awakened who
constitute the church, birthed in the Acts of the Apostles, have the power to combat the
dissolution of communities brought by the hubris of untransformed individuals. Through
the theological excavation of place, what is uncovered is the church’s place as distinctive,
and wholly necessary for places like the Hamilton Park Community to be a purposeful
place. However, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church cannot accomplish change

without understanding how sin has affected the Hamilton Park Community.

What condition is the community in that warrants the need for a specific,
distinctive place like the church? The theological framing the Hamilton Park
Community’s place must be situated in a theological, historical, and social framework to

understand its specific condition. The community’s condition cannot be absent the
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historical foundation at the root of the Hamilton Park Community’s existence as a

neighborhood.
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Chapter 2: What is this Place? The Hamilton Park Community
and the Need for Change

“In those days Peter stood up among the brothers and sisters (together

the crowd numbered about one hundred twenty persons) and said, ¢ “Brothers

and sisters,« the scripture had to be fulfilled, which the Holy Spirit through

David foretold concerning Judas, who became a guide for those who arrested

Jesus, for he was numbered among us and was allotted his share in this

ministry.” (Now this man acquired a field with the reward of his wickedness,

and falling headlong, he burst open in the middle, and all his bowels gushed

out. This became known to all the residents of Jerusalem, so that the field was

called in their language Hakeldama, that is, Field of Blood).”!

Following the ascension of Jesus and before the birth of the church, the disciples
gathered in a house praying and awaiting power, whilst Peter preached. At the beginning
of his sermon, Peter discussed Judas’s betrayal of Jesus for silver and ultimate death in a
field he purchased with the money he received from the government in exchange. On that
land, he committed suicide, and it became associated with his blood, a place called
Axeldopd, Akeldama or “Field of Blood.”? There is not much scholarship associated
with this parenthetical notation concerning Judas’s death, but it is of importance to the
nature of his betrayal and the sinful condition of the land and Jerusalem. The greed
associated with Judas’s betrayal is the exemplification of the sinful condition of
Jerusalem that causes the faithful to collude with evil for the sake of self-preservation.
The goal of liberation is beloved community, an ecosystem of interdependence, like
creation’s Eden. Judas betrayed Jesus not because he desired to, but because he could not
see safety in Rome without accommodation. Ultimately, the sinful condition of the

Roman Empire is that it dominated the oppressed through the dangling of meager coins,

none that would uplift their communities, provide access to attainable living, allow for

U Acts 1:15-19 NRSV
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living wages, or cultivate wealth, what they offered were funds only good enough to buy
allegiance. The “Field of Blood” does not simply describe the torment of Judas’s soul but
typifies the complex of sin that affects and torments the oppressed through economic
disenfranchisement.

Peter’s insertion of Judas is of deep consequence requiring interrogation towards
redemption. The faithful await power to redeem the land and its people from the clutches
of oppression and collusion with evil, an evil that Judas thought he could monopolize for
his own self-preservation. Consequently, the church is birthed and utilized to liberate the
oppressed by challenging evil systems through an interdependent ecosystem, a new Eden.
However, Peter and the church could not redeem what it had not interrogated or
unearthed. Just as Judas’s field, what is the story of the Hamilton Park Community that
requires redemption? And what condition is the land in today?

On Monday, January 29, 2024, my family and I arrived at Hamilton Park United
Methodist Church to be introduced to the Staff-Parish Relations Committee (SPRC) in a
“seating meeting.” During this meeting, the newly appointed senior pastor is introduced
to SPRC and “‘seated,” placed in the positional-political seat of power to lead the
congregation and make change in the parish. That evening, my wife and I shared with our
daughter that we were not going home directly after the school day ended; we were going
to church. After arriving at Hamilton Park United Methodist Church, our daughter
jumped out of the car, surveyed the area, scrunched her face, and asked, “What is this
place?” Her question was poignant. She knew where we were at, but to her, the church
was incongruent with the environment. We were in Dallas’s historic Hamilton Park

Community, and the challenges were prevalent in sight and smell: blight. How can such a
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place such as Hamilton Park United Methodist Church exist amid such decay? The blight
of the Hamilton Park Community cannot be understood outside of the history of the
community and its formation. The history of the Hamilton Park Community must be
placed in the context of Dallas’s history and formation, and that formation is violently,
sinfully racist. Hamilton Park, as a Black community, is a ghetto determined by Dallas’s
racial past. The community’s blight is definably displacement, divestment, and
disillusionment.
Dallas, Texas, Its Racist Beginning, and Hamilton Park

Founded as a settlement in 1841 and chartered as a town in 1856, Dallas, Texas,
has since become one of America’s largest cities and the heartbeat of one of America’s
largest metropolitan areas. Dallas is home to major corporations, including Toyota
America, Blue Cross Blue Shield, and AT&T; major sports teams such as the Dallas
Cowboys (National Football League), the Texas Rangers (Major League Baseball), and
the Dallas Stars (National Hockey League); and major research institutions such as
Southern Methodist University and the University of Texas Southwestern Medical
School. Today, Dallas’s population is 1,326,000 and the metropolitan area is home to
nearly 8,000,000 people.® While Dallas has experienced expansive growth and is now a
vibrant city of diversity, entertainment, and wealth, it is among the most redlined cities in
America and has a long history of racial violence; that is where the story of Hamilton

Park Community must begin.

3U.S. Census Bureau. (n.d.). Dallas city, Texas. U.S. Department of Commerce. Retrieved March 31,
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In 1850, nine years after Dallas’s settlement, 207 slaves were reported in tax
records, constituting 8% of the county’s population. Before the Civil War, in the spring
of 1860, racial tensions began brewing regarding secession from the United States over
the issue of slavery. By June, just as the temperature of racial debate intensified regarding
the looming possibility of war, the heat index intensified, causing a wildfire to spark,
bringing catastrophic damage to various structures throughout small Dallas. Believing
that abolitionists inspired slaves to revolt and cause the fire, a volunteer militia drove
abolitionists out of Dallas and ultimately lynched three slaves believed to be at the center
of the fire.* In 1861, just before the official first gunshot of the American Civil War,
nearly 750 Dallasites voted to secede from the Union and support the Confederacy in the
war over slavery.® As the Civil War raged throughout the South, Dallas’s slave
population quadrupled, growing from 200 to 1000 by 1860.° On January 1, 1863,
President Abraham Lincoln officially abolished slavery in the United States, but not until
June 19, 1866, were slaves freed in the State of Texas. Following the June 19 freeing of
Black people from the horror of slavery throughout Texas, many freed slaves would
formalize communities called “Freedman’s Town.”’

In Dallas, several freedmen communities emerged in Upper White Rock, Lower

White Rock, Fields, The Prairie, Little Egypt, ElIm Thicket, Tenth Street, and Joppa.

4 Michael Phillips, White Metropolis: Race, Ethnicity, and Religion in Dallas, 1841-2001 (Austin, TX:
University of Texas Press, 2006), Chapter 1, Kindle.
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accessed April 26, 2026.

6 Mariana Rivas, https://www.dallasnews.com/news/curious-texas/2021/09/09/were-there-slaves-in-dallas-
curious-texas-investigates/

7 James M. Davidson, Household Chores and Household Choices: Theorizing the Domestic Sphere in
Historical Archaeology, ed. Keri S. Barile and Jamie C. Brandon (Tuscaloosa, AL: The University of
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However, Dallas’s named Freedman’s Town was in northern Dallas, or present-day
downtown Dallas.® As Dallas grew, so did the need for adequate housing. Coupled with
the city’s growth was the growth of Dallas’ Black communities and the need to find
homes in various areas, some already occupied by Dallas’ white citizens, especially
Dallas’s white, affluent citizens. The migration of Dallas’s Black citizens heightened
Dallas’s pre-existing and stringent racial underbelly. Dallas white citizens resented the
presence of Blacks in their neighborhoods, straining an already weak chord of racial
peace in the city.

In 1940, the Black population of Dallas as 50,407 and was confined small areas,
divided into six neighborhoods throughout the city.” During that year, Black homeowners
attempted to migrate into neighboring white communities, awakening the racist
underbelly of the city.!® The response to the acts of two Black homeowners trying to
move into white areas was racial violence that threatened the economic and capitalist
growth that Dallas was enjoying. Dallas maintained a reputation of racial contentment
that made the city a desirable place for northern firms, which were responsible for Dallas’
explosive economic and populist growth. Consequently, the Dallas business elite and the
city of Dallas established new boundaries for perceivable growth between white and
Black Dallasites and created the Roseland Homes, a housing project.!! Although

segregated, Black communities, created ecosystems of flourishing, neighbors with multi-
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generational families took care of each other, their churches and schools nurtured minds,
bodies, and their souls, and ingenuity maintained human dignity and social preservation.
Yet, Dallas’s projects did nothing more than to mask racial tranquility and maintain
perceived calm for another decade until 1950.

In 1950, racial tensions had reached another boiling point with the bombings of
Black homes and communities. Additionally, eminent domain, the result of the white
elite politicking, began to obliterate housing in the North Park area for business and
white-affluent expansion, and in the Elm Thicket community to expand Dallas’s historic
Love Field Airport.'? The resurgence of these bombings and the obliteration of Black
housing signified stark issues, and with other civil rights organizing efforts beginning to
emerge throughout the nation, Dallas did not want to risk what it believed to be a race
war or strategic civil rights organizing that could cripple the brand of the city with
northern economic power.!? To avoid these possibilities, Dallas’s Citizens Council, an
organization comprised of wealthy white-male business owners who gathered together to
offer collaborative resourcing to the needs of the city, Dallas Negro Chamber of
Commerce (now the Dallas Black Chamber of Commerce), and the Dallas Chamber of
Commerce, gathered together strategize another effort to resolve the conflict. In the past,
1941-1950, these conversations did nothing more than to bring the boil of the city’s racial
tension to a simmer. Until wealthy white businessmen, Fred Florence, Karl Hoblitzelle, J.
L. Latimer, and John E. Mitchell, Jr., offered capital and land for homebuilder Jerome

Crossman to develop housing for middle-class Black Dallasites to be called Hamilton
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Park, named for Dr. R. T. Hamilton, an influential Black physician initially involved in
the Black housing crisis resolution in 1941.'* Hamilton Park, located ten miles north of
downtown Dallas and 1 mile south of Richardson, Texas, opened in 1954. Grants for
home loans were brokered by A. Maceo Smith, a Federal Housing Administration agent
and Dallas civil rights activist known as “Mr. Civil Rights.” Hamilton Park was an oasis,
away from the city’s center, with 742 homes by 1961.13

The Hamilton Park Community was an oasis known as “The Island.” The
community consisted of streets named for benefactors, prominent Black Dallasites, Black
periodicals such as Ebony Magazine, and critically acclaimed Black influencers like
Harry Belafonte. These streets enclosed the community with only three points of entry. A
back entrance at North Schroeder Road and Interstate 635, a side entrance at Campanella
Drive and Texas Instruments Boulevard, and the main entrance at Schroeder Road and
Forest Lane. The Hamilton Park Community was an encapsulated, well-manufactured
picture of success.

The community is also adjacent to white wealth, neighboring the Stults
Road/Lake Highlands Community, the Preston Hollow Community, and the technology
industry’s famed Texas Instruments, Inc. (TI). Hamilton Park’s original homeowners
represented several professions, including clergy, domestic work, education, military,
science, and small business. Hamilton Park initially had a wait-list, and the need for more

homes emerged because many acquired jobs with TI. The community consisted of retail
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shops, businesses, restaurants, schools, churches, clubs, and a civic league (or
homeowner association). However, that dream soon became a nightmare.

In 1954, Thurgood Marshall argued Brown v. Board of Education, Topeka,
Kansas, before the Supreme Court of the United States and won. The Supreme Court
found that separate but equal education is incompatible with the laws of the land and
violates the Constitution. Although this landmark made a decisive decision on
segregation in public schooling, southern states did not immediately implement those
changes until the late sixties; Texas did not end school segregation until 1968. The
decision to end segregation in schools meant the closing of historically black public grade
schools throughout the state, threatening the existence of Hamilton Park Elementary,
Junior, and High School. The dissolution of segregation in public schools meant
Hamilton Park Junior and High School was closed, and students in those grade levels
were sent to neighboring Richardson Independent School District schools.'® Hamilton
Park Elementary School was spared. Complementing desegregation in public schools was
busing. The closure of schools and desegregation meant the movement of students
throughout the district to varying campuses, finding white students found themselves at
Hamilton Park, sparking outrage in 1971.

The Hamilton Park Community is wealth-adjacent, and part of its housing growth
is attributed to its proximity to T and the company’s job opportunities for residents, as
well as the availability of housing for the Black professionals they recruited. Texas
Instruments was founded in 1951, evolving from the 1931 founding of Geophysical

Services, Inc. (GSI). Early in the TI-GSI story, the company was critical in the
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production of military technologies and weapons of war. TI-GSI purchased 255 acres of
land at the border of Richardson, Texas, and Dallas, Texas in 1955, next door to
Hamilton Park. In 1981, as Dallas began to extend economic development into northern
suburban areas, TI desired to expand its campus toward North Central Expressway. To
accomplish its goal, TI would need to buy residents out of their homes. With
development swirling around the community, property values increased, and TI wanted
to capitalize on that energy. This plan was met with the ire of the community.

The Hamilton Park Community is not what it once was, and what has happened to
it can only be the result of racial economic terror. The Hamilton Park Community was
once the exemplification of Black success and perceived racial tranquility. The racial
terror its existence masked is the same racial terror that continues to threaten the thriving
that it could enjoy today. Today, the community is riddled with and threatened by
displacement, divestment, and disillusionment.

Displacement

The Hamilton Park Community is located miles away from downtown Dallas, and
the historically Black neighborhoods that were bombed. Homes owned by Black people
were also lost due to eminent domain to expand white affluence. The remedy to the issue
of rising racial tensions and housing was the careful coordination of the Dallas Citizens’
Council, the City of Dallas, Dallas Chamber of Commerce, the Dallas Negro Chamber of
Commerce, and the wealth of philanthropic donors to move Black people to their own
area of town, ten miles north. The impetus was not to meet the housing needs of Black
people, nor was it to address racial inequity; it was erasure. The displacement of Black

and brown people was a plan to remove their presence from areas where they believed
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their minoritized presence would discourage economic growth and development, and be
unattractive for corporations to make Dallas their headquarters. The development of
communities like Hamilton Park is erasure.

The displacement of Black Dallasites into Hamilton Park was not unique to the
city; it was reflective of a national effort to move Black people into neighborhoods for
the economic gain of white people. In 1956, President Dwight D. Eisenhower signed into
law the Federal-Aid Highway Act (FAHA), a $25 billon project to improve and expand
the country’s highways. FAHA was enacted to improve transportation conditions for
millions of people throughout the United States and increase the efficiency of the
transportation of goods. Additionally, FAHA sought to improve economic conditions and
growth for many of the country’s major businesses and major cities by improving the
commute times and conditions for workers to get to those businesses; to do so meant
destroying Black homes and neighborhoods through eminent domain.!” Dallas was no
exception to maximizing its economic prowess by redlining.

FAHA not only destroyed neighborhoods and displaced Black and brown people
from their homes and neighborhoods, but the displacement also worsened economic
conditions for them by creating wealth disparities. The United States and major cities
throughout the nation, with the aid of FAHA, were redlining communities, creating gulfs
in wealth attainment by removing non-white people from wealth possibilities or not
offering financial services in their communities. Redlining did not begin with FAHA, but

only furthered the practice that began in the 1930s. In 1937, Dallas “red-zoned”

17 Noel King, “A Brief History of How Racism Shaped Interstate Highways,” National Public Radio, last
modified April 27, 2021, https://www.kut.org/transportation/2021-04-07/a-brief-history-of-how-racism-
shaped-interstate-highways.
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communities, determining them “unsafe for investment.”!® In 1968, President Lyndon B.
Johnson signed the Fair Housing Act, which outlawed redlining. However, in 2017,
Southern Methodist University and WFAA, the ABC News affiliate in Dallas, found that
Dallas and several other major cities and states throughout the country still engaged in the
act of redlining in some capacity.!® The creation of Hamilton Park, as a displacement
camp away from economic power, made it a ghetto.2’

Hamilton Park, now adjacent to wealth, is not financially wealthy and is
threatened by reverse redlining. Although illegal, reverse redlining is an effort to offer
mortgages, often reverse mortgages, to minority homeowners at higher interest rates.
These homes that are often refinanced, especially by elderly Black homeowners, are often
accomplished through the predatory practices of developers. These predatory financiers
offer options to the elderly at higher interest rates, knowing that they will either default
on their loans or, in their death, pass their debt to a generation that is incapable or
uninterested in maintaining the home. Thus, those homes are lost to developers,
generational wealth is destroyed, and Black people are again displaced back into low-
income neighborhoods. Hamilton Park’s current displacement is through reverse
redlining. Many of the homes have been lost through foreclosure or predatory scams and
are now owned by developers seeking to further price neighbors out of their homes.

Divestment

18 Richard Rothstein, The Color of the Law: A Forgotten History of How Our Government Segregated
America (New York, NY: Liveright Publishing Corporation, 2017), 61.

19 Richard Rothstein and Leah Rothstein, Just Action: How to Challenge Segregation Enacted Under the
Color of Law (New York, NY: Liveright Publishing Corporation, 2023), 162.

20 Douglas A. Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name: The Re-Enslavement of Black Americans from the
Civil War to World War Il (New York, NY: Vintage Books, 2008), 264, Kindle.
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Displacement involves divestment, but itself is not divestment. Displacement is
the removal of a group of people from the resources needed for sustainable living.
Divestment is the removal, or lack of investment, of resources in a community. The
success of Black neighborhoods lies in the collaboration, cooperation, and cohesion of
black businesses, organizations, religious groups, and schools. The economy of Black
neighborhoods was internal and robust. This dynamic was often met with the ire of white
nationalists. White nationalism is an outward sign of an inward fear. White fear sought to
disrupt any semblance of Black success, which contradicts their idea of racial order.
White nationalism will seek to identify any form of perceived aggression to disrupt that
success, even if non-white people have not actively challenged or otherwise named white
indifference or hostility.?! Such was the case in Tulsa, Oklahoma’s Greenwood District,
or Black Wall Street. On May 31, 1921, following the arrest of a young Black man who
was falsely accused of assaulting a white woman and a confrontation between Blacks and
whites at the courthouse, mobs of white residents descended upon the district in the dark
of night, killing many and destroying the entire community known throughout as one of
Black America’s wealthiest neighborhoods.?? The destruction of the Greenwood District
exemplified the nation’s unwillingness to allow non-white communities to flourish, its
unwillingness to support cultural communities, and its unwillingness to invest in non-
white communities to offer the same level of access to growth and wealth that
predominantly white ones enjoyed. Hamilton Park was not created with economic access

or investment; it was only provided with land to build homes and have a school of its

21 Nikole Hannah Jones, The 1619 Project: A New Origin Story (New York, NY: One World, 2021), 115.
21bid., 288.
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own. The businesses, organizations, churches, and collaborations of Hamilton Park were
the result of the historic element of Black cooperative economics, like that of the
Greenwood District. The community’s economic success was the unintended product of
the plan.

Divestment does not solely involve money; it is a lack of cooperation. The lack of
cooperation is disengagement. To be displaced from others only perpetuates segregation
and diminishes the opportunity for building broader coalitions of understanding and
community, and for outside partners never engage with the community is divestment.
Following the opening of Hamilton Park, the residents were on their own, without the
governmental protection from deleterious development. The city never protected the
community by providing resources, relationships, or recommendations to protect its
dignity, aesthetics, and history from predatory development, as it did for its adjacent,
wealthy neighbors. As Black Dallas evolved, Highland Park, a wealthy subdivision
housing Southern Methodist University and Dallas’s white elite, sought to incorporate
itself as a town in 1913; the only Blacks that lived in Highland Park were domestic
workers. Highland Park and neighboring University Park (the Park Cities) have their own
enterprise, police department, and school district. Following school desegregation in
1968, Highland Park avoided legal reprimand when its school district was not included in
the Dallas Independent School District case because its schools, almost completely white,
did not expressively have a “segregative measure.”?? Highland Park’s exclusivity as a

town typifies its racial exclusivity and has enjoyed Dallas’s cooperation. Hamilton Park

23 Jeneta Nwou, “The History of Race in Dallas: Highland Park’s Past, Present and Future,” Hamilton Park
Bagpipe, date accessed February 1, 2026, https://hpbagpipe.com/9000/features/the-history-of-race-in-
dallas-highland-parks-past-present-and-future/.
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is not a town, nor does it have Dallas’s cooperation to avoid continued erasure as
Highland Park does. Divestment is not always a monetary exclusion; it is a human action
of exclusion and non-cooperation. Divestment and displacement have informed
disillusionment.

Disillusionment

After the opening, the Hamilton Park Community quickly became a desirable
place to live, because everything was new.?* Although the designs were not as appealing
to the Black elite, many Black professionals still found homes conducive to their
lifestyle, and the homes were priced to maintain class. Hamilton Park typified the
American dream for Black people; the issues affecting the nation did not seem to affect
the bubble that was Hamilton Park. Notwithstanding race, the issues that Hamilton Park
coalesced around were the school and areas of common interests, such as the church, the
civic league, and social clubs. With Hamilton Park, racial tensions seemed to have
quieted, but racial terror was not something the community had outrun. With those
factors, disillusionment is defeat, accepting the challenges without fighting for
transformation; a resignation to injustice.

At the foundation of the Hamilton Park Community’s existence are the bombings
of Black neighborhoods and the desolation of others through eminent domain between
1940 and 1950 and the racial history of Dallas since its founding; racism that continues
the community today. Hamilton Park seemed safe from racial terror until the
desegregation of public schools in 1968, the school busing issue of 1971, and the

proposed buyout of 1981. Then, in the 2010s, as development continued at the

2 Wilson, Hamilton Park, 69.
37



intersection of North Central Expressway and Forest Lane, connecting Hamilton Park to
its wealthy neighbors and the freeway connecting the ultra-wealthy to downtown Dallas,
the area began to redevelop. The development and redevelopment of the land surrounding
the community disclosed how undervalued their property is. As developers continue to
press into it, the community’s property taxes have skyrocketed. Additionally, the city
placed a concrete batch plant in the community to dump development waste and ease
travel for construction workers and machinery, to limit debris and damage on the roads.
Hamilton Park is vulnerable, and the city’s racial ambivalence regarding the genesis of
the community threatens the future of Hamilton Park.

In 1967, Martin Luther King, Jr. was interviewed by the National Broadcasting
Company (NBC) in the stairwell of Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta, Georgia, to
assess the condition of the Civil Rights Movement and discuss his new book.? In the
interview, he disclosed that he believed his dream had become a nightmare, stating that
he “integrated his people into a burning house.” Dr. King’s revelation was not merely to
denote the condition of the nation but to suggest that with access to wealth, Black people
could become apathetic, ambivalent, and atrophied. The atrophy of blackness is the
forgetting of history and the acceptance of the condition of America. Hamilton Park may
not suffer from apathy or ambivalence, but if others should forfeit their homes to
foreclosure or selling, without meaningful protections, Hamilton Park could cease to
exist, and the community’s story will all but be forgotten.

Establishing the Need for Change

25 Andrew K. Franklin, “King in 1967: ‘My Dream Has Turned Into a Nightmare,"”
https://www.nbcnews.com/nightly-news/king-1967-my-dream-has-turned-nightmare-flna8c11013179,
accessed on April 20, 2026.
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Acts 1:15-19 interrogates the sinful condition the land which cannot be divorced
from Judas’s narrative. Through such interrogation, it is discovered that Hamilton Park is
not the community it once was, and its current condition exposes racism; the racial terror
that informs its existence. The legacies of racial terror continue to perpetuate themselves
within the community and throughout the nation. The Human Rights Watch, an
international organization that investigates and reports human rights and ecological issues
throughout the world, reported that under the second administration of Donald J. Trump,
the United States had enflamed its racial insensitiveness and threatened human rights
within the country, and exacerbated others throughout the world.?® The second Trump
Administration has rolled back civil rights protections and, with the support of the
Supreme Court, has nearly obliterated the Voting Rights Act of 1965. The second Trump
Administration, just as in the first, has enflamed the unresolved racial challenge found at
the United States’s birth. Without critical protections and historical preservation that the
federal government once provided, the issues of Hamilton Park will not only continue but
will contribute to its demise. The Hamilton Park Community has lost nearly a third of its
homes through foreclosure, predatory lending, and destruction. Although it remains a
majority-minority community, it is now home to roughly 10,000 people, 55% of whom
are Black, 20% are white, and 16% are Hispanic. The median income of the community
is nearly $20,000 below the national median, below the standard cost of living, and the
presence of poverty in the community is high. The smells of the community are a mix of

human excrement from the unsheltered, soot from the batch plant, and dysregulation of

26 Philippe Bolopion, “Will Human Rights Survive a Trumpian World?,” Human Rights Watch, accessed
on February 1, 2026, https://www.hrw.org/news/2026/02/04/meeting-trumps-challenge-to-human-rights.
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the Cottonwood Creek Trail. These conditions of the community must change and there
is no institution that can combat evil and inspire beloved community and human thriving
like the church. Hamilton Park United Methodist Church, as the only church in the
community, must make change happen.

Standing tall at the primary point of entry to the community is the 60,000-square-
foot cathedral and nearly 1,000-member institution, Hamilton Park United Methodist
Church. As the church, an institution under the lordship of Christ, Hamilton Park United
Methodist Church cannot simply exist amid injustice. If it does, it cooperates with
injustice. Was Hamilton Park United Methodist Church founded to cooperate with
injustice or combat it? Why is there such decay if the church still exists?

Peter’s insertion of Judas’s story and narrative will ultimately compel the church
to act. Peter’s sermon to inspire redemption begins with Judas’s narrative, just as the
Hamilton Park Community has a story, so does Hamilton Park United Methodist Church.
However, in Peter’s insertion of Judas there is a void yet to be filled, the church. The
church does not exist yet as we will come to know it. In Acts 1, Rome had just killed
Jesus, and they believe him to still be dead, but the faithful attest to his resurrection, and
await Christ’s power to be what the world needs. The church is birthed to ensure what
happened to Judas does not happen again. In this way, Hamilton Park United Methodist
Church is a predominantly Black church founded in 1957 for a segregated, Black people,
in the Hamilton Park Community; it was founded to combat the evil associated with the
origins of the community. Today, because of prevalence and proliferation of injustice in
the community, it suggests a diminishment of the church’s power. Hamilton Park United

Methodist Church must reclaim its power, and just as Peter framed the need for
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Jerusalem’s redemption through Judas’s narrative, Hamilton Park United Methodist
Church must interrogate its purposeful intentions for an oppressed people through an

interrogation of its own origin story beginning as a Black church.

Chapter 3: The Black Church, Place, and Acts 2

“When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in
one place. And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of
a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting.
Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on
each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to
speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability. Now there were
devout Jews from every people under heaven living in Jerusalem. And at
this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one
heard them speaking in the native language of each. Amazed and
astonished, they asked, ‘Are not all these who are speaking Galileans?
And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language?
Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and
Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the
parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews
and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs—in our own languages we hear them
speaking about God’s deeds of power.” All were amazed and perplexed,
saying to one another, ‘What does this mean?’ But others sneered and
said, ‘They are filled with new wine.””!

The church is a community of people who have been awakened and remember
their place in God’s plan to restore love, kindness, and justice to the world, through the
power of the Holy Spirit. As a church, it is joined together in the life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus Christ — the incarnation of God. In Christ, the church’s mission is to
model the life of Jesus Christ, to preach the good news of God’s justice, to combat
systems that limit human thriving, and establish equity. As such, the church assumes the

duty to combat evil agitating the systems of misappropriated empowerment with the

TActs 2:1-13 NRSV
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power of the resurrection. In participating in the sacraments, the church affirms its
“interrelatedness, interconnectedness of believers and creation” and communion with
God.? In communion with God, the church transforms from a community to the Body of
Christ. In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus defines what the role of the church is in society, not a
commissary or a simple physical structure, but an institution of people for social
transformation. As a predominantly Black church founded for a segregated, Black people,
Hamilton Park United Methodist Church traces its legacy to the original Black church
borne from the sin of racial violence.

The original Black church is a powerful place that helped slaves and their
descendants to theologize their lived realities with Jesus as their liberative savior who
sides with the oppressed, like the church of Acts 2:1-13 NRSV. Following the life, death,
and resurrection of Jesus Christ, the church was birthed in resistance to the sin of
displacement, divestment, and disillusionment wrought by the Roman government and
consisted of oppressed people.? At Pentecost in Acts 2, the spirit of God descended upon
the bodies of those gathered and they spoke in other tongues embodying a biological
phenomenon where the oppressed spoke with agency and fervor, or fire. The fervor for
which they spoke was a theological and political imperative, they spoke to combat
injustice and encourage each other. And this event gathered all people to share all things
in common, determining the social standard for living, developing a new Eden. No other

kind of church truly reflects the biological phenomenon, theo-political imperative, and

2 Garth Baker-Fletcher and Karen Baker-Fletcher, My Sister, My Brother: Womanist and Xodus God-Talk
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social determinative power of the Acts 1-5 church like the original Black church, and
those who maintain its legacy known as historic Black churches.

Some churches are predominantly Black, and others are historically Black. The
churches that maintain the biological, theological, political, and social foundations of the
earliest Black churches, formed in resistance to racism and oppression, are historically
Black churches, and they are the most consequential churches to ensure justice. Has
Hamilton Park United Methodist Church, as a church birthed for a segregated community
been a predominantly Black church or historically Black church? This question cannot be
answered outside a careful interrogation of how the Black church has lived into the model
as outlined in Acts 2.

The Biological Phenomenon of the Black Church

The Christian Church is the legacy of a segregated, violated, and lynched Jesus.
The Black church is an embodied experience beginning with slavery in North America,
South America, the Caribbean, and parts of Europe. Slavery, resulting from the
Transatlantic Slave Trade, is among the most heinous legalized acts of terror against any
group of people. From biblical narratives and the modernizing world of the Romans,
Greeks, or Northern Africans, the accounts of modern slavery of Africans across the
Atlantic are the singular economic stimulus for the American project, which would
become, and remains, the United States of America.* The first Africans brought to what
would become the United States of America arrived in Jamestown, Virginia, on August

20, 1619. The original slaves who arrived in Jamestown were not only the first to arrive,

4 National Park Service, “The Middle Passage,” accessed April 22, 2026, https://www.nps.gov/articles/the-
middle-passage.htm
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but they were also the ones who survived the harrowing journey from Western Africa to
the Americas, a nearly 6,000-mile journey.

Their journey began with them being hunted like deer grazing in the southern
United States forests, separated from their families, and stripped of their clothes. Some
were beaten into submission and then chained together as a gang of convicted felons.
They were then placed on cargo ships and shelved as products. Any trip ranged from one
to six months at sea. Planked, these African human beings were shelved and left to
endure a relentless journey marked by storms, illness, human waste of those above and
around them, and death.®> An estimated 12.5 million Africans were transported to the
Americas between 1500 and 1866.% Those who arrived in Jamestown would be the
foundation for one of the vilest projects of human terror noted in history.

The living conditions of slaves following their departure from ships were just as
dehumanizing as the ships they arrived in. These Africans, separated from their homeland
and their families, are now slaves, stripped naked and bare, chained to one another and
placed on auction blocks to be sold as goods. The institution of slavery was not only a
dynamic in which they were sold into farming, but they were traded as animals to be
bred. The bodies of kidnapped human beings were violated by their enslavers for their
bottom line and pleasure making slave trading and holding a sexual economy; wholly
antithetical to the purposeful intentions of God to create interdependence, loving

collaboration within creation and in communion with God.”
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Once slaves arrived in their new environs, they were subjected to enculturation.
They were forced to learn new languages without access to books. Formal education was
outlawed for slaves, a dynamic of control that would limit their ability to reason. If they
were unable to read or write, their ability to comprehend complex issues was diminished.
Without the ability to comprehend, they were unable to fight against the laws keeping
them in bondage.? As slaves, their bodies were left to the production of the farm, care for
the enslaver's house and family, and the supervision of cattle. Any violation of slave
codes, such as reading, writing, running away, insubordination, or violence, resulted in
savage beating, or murder. Further, they were left to breed as cattle, and if they were
perceived as unproductive, some could have been killed, or the enslaver would procreate
with a slave woman, against her will, to produce the hands needed to produce the farm.
Upholding all this bodily torture, the bastardization of the Christian faith to uphold the
industry.

During the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade, the most adhered to religion throughout
the world was Christianity. Enslavers bastardized the Christian faith, which first began in
Eastern Africa, using biblical texts, especially Pauline texts, to justify their actions.® To
reorient some or indoctrinate others, enslavers would require their slaves to attend
worship in Episcopalian, Baptist, or Methodist Churches. In some instances, as the
complex of slavery expanded and generations of slaves ensued, enslavers would
distribute a “slave bible” for literate slaves to use for the worship of slaves in their own

places. Despite the tactic, slaves, especially the slave preacher, struggled with the idea of

8 Henry Louis Gates, Jr., The Black Church: This is Our Story, This is Our Song (New York, NY: Penguin
Press, 2021), 29, Kindle.
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a slave and a liberating Jesus. Following worship, during the resting day for slaves and
families, late in the evening, slaves would gather in the far corners of the fields under
trees known as “brush harbors” for worship. There, the spirituals were born; some wailed,
some shouted, some fainted, or experienced “frenzy.”! There, the black preacher
emerged as the normative voice for the community preaching a Jesus whose body was
not only tortured as theirs was but resurrected and renewed. Just as Jesus’s body was
violated so were their bodies, but the gift of Christ, as portrayed in Acts 2, is a redeemed
and revived body capable of speaking, having agency, and inspiring justice.!! These
invisible institutions would become the Black church in the United States of America.
In 1786, Richard Allen, born a slave who later purchased his freedom, was
appointed pastor of the black congregation at St. George’s Methodist Episcopal Church
in Philadelphia.'? By 1787, with the help of Absalom Jones, Allen founded an aid
organization called the Free African Society, which supported freed slaves as they
entered society as free people. Following an incident during prayer at St. George’s
Church in 1792, Richard Allen and Absalom Jones would form exclusively Black
churches. Richard Allen founded Mother Bethel Church and the denomination, the
African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME) in Philadelphia, PA; the denomination now
has 2.5 million members worldwide. Absalom Jones would affiliate with the Episcopal
Church and found the African Episcopal Church of St. Thomas.'? Similarly, in 1808,

Ethiopian seamen and freed Black people led a walkout of the segregated section of First
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Baptist Church in the City of New York and would ultimately establish the historic
Abyssinian Baptist Church.'* The Black church experience exists because the sin of
racism existed, and continues to exist.

The Black church experience is a biological phenomenon, just as described in
Acts 2, to redeem violated, segregated, and systematically oppressed people. The Black
church experience is about the redemption, liberation, and inclusion of the Black body as
holy, just as Jesus’s body, and the oppressed, is holy. The bodies of Black people were
subjected to terror, and the Black church offered them a place of refuge and reclamation;
a place to honor and a haven for the body. The segregation of Black bodies in white
churches was bodily terror, and to form Black churches was an affront to the practice of
segregation in the church and to the political systems of segregation and racial terror that
white churches upheld. The Black church is not solely a haven for the body; it is a
meeting house for resistance. Through the reclamation of the body in the Black church,
its theo-political imperative to protect Black lives is standardized.
The Theo-Political Imperative of the Black Church

The theo-political imperative of the Black church is foundational to its formation.
As the oppressed began to speak in Acts 2, they did so with power, and as personified by
Peter in Acts 2:14-36 NRSV, preach justice. Preaching with sacred fire is the
incarnational work of the church to be like Jesus who proclaimed “The Spirit of the Lord
is upon me because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to

proclaim release to the captive and recovery of sight to the blind, to set free those who are

14 Kerry Pimblott, Review of Witness: Two Hundred Years of African-American Faith and Practice at the
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47



https://dx.doi.org/10.1353/cat.2016.0076

oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”'> As a church borne from the sin of
racial violence, the original Black church embodied this ethos and historic Black
churches maintain this ethic and are politically resistant to anything that inspire bodily
harm, theological malpractice, or political indecency.

The Black church experience in America, in large part, was formed in secret
societies known as “invisible institutions,” under the cloak of darkness, and in the safety
of community. Although bound as slaves on land owned by enslavers, the Black preacher
reimagined texts used to enslave them and became the early forerunners to Black
liberation. Together, the Black preacher and Black agency of the body not only
questioned the politics and social conventions informing Black enslavement or
segregation, but the Black church also operated in defiance of those politics. The
reimagined Jesus and liberative spirit of Christ provided the template for liberation
theology and preaching.

Following the abolition of slavery, existing Black churches, and those born
following the abolition of slavery, began expanding their liberation theology in works of
justice. The church began birthing justice trombones like Bishop Richard Cain (AME
Bishop, United States Congressman, and supporter of the Liberian Exodus - return to
Africa), Rev. Dr. Adam Clayton Powell, Sr. (Senior Pastor of Abyssinian Baptist Church
and one of the founders of the National Urban League), Bishop Henry McNeal Turner
(preached about the Blackness of God), and Rev. Rev. Charles T. Walker (Founder of
Tabernacle Baptist Church in Augusta, Georgia in 1885, presidential appointee, famed

preacher, and social reformer). Their political defiance became the mantra for the

15 Luke 4:18-19 NRSV
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churches they led, standing in opposition to the injustice plaguing their members.!® The
political defiance of the Black church has reverberated into the 215 Century, none more
prevalent than in the 2008 Presidential Election.

During the primary cycle of the 2008 presidential campaign, Democratic
frontrunners Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton drew increasing media coverage and
scrutiny. For Clinton, her primary presidential campaign sought to divorce herself from
the record of her former president husband, William “Bill” Clinton. Similarly, the Obama
campaign sought to mitigate his political naivety and, ultimately, his relationship with his
spiritual advisor and pastor, Rev. Dr. Jeremiah A. Wright, Jr. Barack and Michelle
Obama called Trinity United Church of Christ in South Side Chicago their spiritual
home, and its leader, Reverend Wright, their pastor. In the spring of that year, sound bites
from a sermon were uncovered in which Dr. Wright resounded, “God damn America.”!”
Those sound bites would throw the Obama campaign into a firestorm, sever the
relationship between the Obamas and Wright, and draw the attention, and ignorance, of
the nation into the prophetic imagination and political imperative of the Black church.

Reverend Jeremiah Alvesta Wright, Jr., born in 1941 in Philadelphia and the son
of a pastor father and an educator mother, was elected the Senior Pastor of the struggling
Trinity United Church of Christ as a seminarian in 1971.'® Reverend Wright, as a product

of his generation, was born with an acute awareness of and nurtured in segregation
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throughout the nation simply because of his lived reality as a son of a clergyperson and
educator, and product of the generation in which he was born. When Wright was thirteen,
Emmitt Till was kidnapped, tortured, killed, and dumped in a river by white racist
terrorists in Mississippi for allegedly whistling at a white woman in August 1955; Till
and Wright were the same age. Could Wright, amid racial aggression, begin toiling with
the role of religion and the preacher during his formation, and that role during real terror?
There was no way he could escape this immense challenge as Till’s mother publicly
shared images of her son’s mutilated, deformed body through Jet Magazine, a Black
weekly publication in the homes of most Black people in 1955, possibly even Wright’s.!®
Politically sanctioned, racial terror defined the era in which Wright’s came of age and
discerned his call, and Black Liberation Theology would give Wright the school of
thought to frame his theology.

As Wright entered the academy of religion, James H. Cone published and released
A Black Theology of Liberation. For Wright, A Black Theology of Liberation would
synthesize his experiences in the Black church and of the role of the Black preacher and
church. This theological work suggests that Christian theology is, or must be, one of
liberation that is central to the message of Jesus Christ, as the gospel.?’4 Black Theology
of Liberation gave an identity to kind of sacred fire the Black church’s liberationist
preachers possessed such as William Holmes Borders, Martin Luther King, Jr., Benjamin
Elijah Mays, Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., William J. Shaw, Sandy F. Ray, and Gardner C.

Taylor. Although Cone’s work does not precede them, their works can categorically be
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defined as Black liberation. Wright would not only think theologically as a Black
liberationist, but he would enflesh the historic Black church experience and express it as
Black liberation, which was a new political paradigm. This liberationist ethic would
inform the ministry of his church.

When Wright became the pastor of Trinity United Church of Christ, his preaching
and social ethic as a Black liberationist would transform it to transform the community
and the world. During the AIDS epidemic, Wright would preach impassioned sermons
about care for those who were sick and would position the church to offer critical
services to those dying of AIDS and their families. He would support the presidential
campaign of Jesse Jackson, and use the pulpit, like the prophets of the Old Testament, to
hold systems of power accountable to the people, and challenge concepts of war to
inspire peace. Like the slave preachers before him, and Cone informing him, Wright
would critically study biblical texts to liberate Black people, and even those biblical texts
misinterpreted by white supremacists and diluted by white sanitization. His scholarship,
sermons, and service were to expose liberation as the ethic of Jesus Christ and God’s will
for those who are oppressed. Jeremiah A. Wright, Jr., personified the political imperative
of the historic Black church experience, but the political imperative is not only the
responsibility of the Black preacher, but it also belongs to the laity.

Following Rosa Parks’s arrest on December 1, 1955, leaders of the Montgomery
Improvement Association, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP), largely laity, gathered clergy and laity from around the city at the Holt
Street Baptist Church for a mass meeting in which the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.,

pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church emerged as the leader of Montgomery’s Bus
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Boycott and, ultimately, the leader of the Civil Rights Movement. The Black church’s
political dominance and force informed Black communities of political challenges facing
communities and candidates who deserved their votes or needed to be challenged
(sometimes even those candidates who are Black and on the wrong side of justice). The
political imperative of the Black church inspired, and continues to inspire, Black laity to
exercise their power and exact their political leadership, which drew, and continues to
draw, the political ire of white racial terrorists.

For centuries, Black churches have been bombed, burned, or even riddled with
bullets because of their political conscience. On Sunday, September 15, 1963, the 16th
Street Baptist Church of Birmingham, Alabama, was bombed by the Ku Klux Klan as
congregants were being dismissed from Sunday School in preparation for Sunday
morning worship. This heinous act injured dozens and killed four girls, Addie Mae
Collins (14), Cynthia Wesley (14), Carole Robertson (14), and Carol Denise McNair
(11). 54 years later, a young Dylann Roof was welcomed into the 201-year-old Mother
Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina, and killed
nine Black parishioners, including the Rev. Clementa Pickney, the church’s pastor and an
elected state senator. This mass shooting, an act of racial terror, was a direct affront to the
political agency of Black people and the political imperative of the Black church, but
terror Mother Emanuel knew too well. In 1822, Mother Emanuel was burned down for its
affiliation with Denmark Vesey, a former slave, who attempted to incite a slave revolt in
Charleston.

From the preacher to the pew, the Black church has informed Black politics since

its inception, and although some of its effectiveness has plateaued, it has not diminished.
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The Black church is the political heartbeat of America. The political will of Black
America depends on the agency and vibrancy of the Black church. If the political will of
Black America depends on the agency and vibrancy of the Black church, the Black
church socially determines how well Black people will interact with others and the world.
The Social Determinant of the Black Church

The Black church experience begins with the repositioning, realigning, and
remembering of the Black body. The Black body was used at the will of those who could
afford to own them and, depending upon which place in the organization of that
enterprise a slave was, determined their class on the plantation. What the slave knew of
class was determined by complexion, ability, and agility, with those working directly
with the enslaver's family being not only charged with the family's welfare but also
responsible for maintaining the class dignity of that home.?! Yet, there was no other place
like the “brush harbor” or the early Black church where all the oppressed could feel
meaningful.?? Ultimately, the Black church would become a place of socialization. In
Acts 2, after the birth of the church, the writer suggests that the social element of the
church was shared commonality. There was no division or rank of status as in Roman
society. The original Black church possessed that element that further informed how it
would structure Black society post-abolition.

Following the abolition of slavery, Black churches became sites for schools that
would become America’s historically black colleges and universities (HBCUSs). These

schools, often called “normal” schools, “agricultural and mechanical” schools, or

21' Wylin D. Wilson, Economics Ethics and the Black Church (London, UK: Palgrave McMillan, 2017), 14.
22 Henry Louis Gates, Jr., The Black Church, 38, Kindle.
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seminaries, were founded in the basements of Black churches like St. Paul United
Methodist Church in Dallas, Texas (Samuel Huston College, now Huston-Tillotson
University of Austin, Texas), Springfield Baptist Church of Augusta, Georgia (Augusta
Baptist Institute, now Morehouse College in Atlanta, Georgia), Friendship Baptist
Church in Atlanta, Georgia (Atlanta Baptist Seminary, now Spelman College).??
Although these schools provided education for Black people who were not being
admitted into white institutions, these schools were funded by the generosity and anxiety
of progressive white institutions, donors, and denominations who had deep concern about
how Black people would live among them as socially acceptable.?* These schools and
what they taught would spark deep debate within Black communities, most profoundly
between the top Black public intellectuals of the time, W. E. B. DuBois and Booker T.
Washington.

Standing before a predominantly white audience at the Cotton States and
International Exposition in Atlanta, Georgia, on September 18, 1895, Booker T.
Washington, founder of Tuskegee Institute, delivered remarks now known as the “Atlanta
Compromise.”? Washington, born a slave, believed that the “Negro” needed education to
survive and be of meaningful service to the dominant white race. Inasmuch, Washington
articulated that the “Negro” should be trained to be productive. By equipping Black
people with technical skills, Washington argued their training would inspire Black

enterprise, slow the demand for integration, and make Black people more socially

23 Wylin D. Wilson, Economics Ethics and the Black Church, 15.

24 Maybeth Gaston and Levon T. Esters, HBCU: The Power of Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Press, 2024), 25-27

25 Theda Perdue, Alan C. Downs, and Anastatia Sims, Race and the Atlanta Cotton States Exposition Of
1895 (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2010), 7-8.
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acceptable. These ideas would draw the ire of William Edward Burghardt (W. E. B.)
DuBois and other Black intellectuals who believed technical training was a new form of
enslavement.

W. E. B. DuBois challenged the anti-intellectual and accommodationist tendency
of Washington, believing that Black people required education that made them more
competitive with white people. He argued that Black intellectual ability and strength were
needed to preserve Black dignity, encourage organized deconstruction of racism, and
restructure American society for equity.?® This argument would become the “talented
tenth” concept which argued that the brightest Black people must be educated to become
critical thinkers capable of challenging nefarious policies and theories. These persons
must be educated at HBCUs and further their education at institutions such as Harvard
and then return to their communities to “uplift” them. For DuBois, it would be the
acumen of the minds of “Black folk” that could most adequately challenge systems of
oppression and politics dangerous for Black survival. Together, the arguments rooted in
the Atlanta Compromise and the public debate between W. E. B. DuBois and Booker T.
Washington provide a template for class and social order in Black life.

The concepts of social order that emerged in the Atlanta Compromise debate are
the appropriation of white, European standards of class, social behavior, and excellence.
Black educated people ultimately became more classist and created a dichotomy within
the church and community. This dynamic informed the construction of Black religious

houses to reflect more white imagery in stained-glass windows, the construction of

26 Mark Christian, Booker T. Washington: A Life in American History (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO,
2021), 132-134, ProQuest.
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Gothic architecture, and dispirited worship experiences. High class for Black people was
the appropriation and implementation of the highest form of white culture. These
concepts weaken the Black church’s capacity to redeem parishes from the ravages of
sinful racism that continues to perpetuate itself within Black communities. If the sin of
racism lingers and aggresses upon Black communities, these communities result in
displacement, divestment, and disillusionment. Whole, thriving lives cannot be realized.?’
Predominantly Black churches may be those churches who merely accommodate social
structure. This does not absolve historically Black churches of this tendency, but the
social dynamic of the historically Black church must constantly be interrogated and
leveraged to inform the uplift of Black fellowship, education, and community building.
The Black Church of Hamilton Park

The historic Black church, through its leadership of place, has also been the moral
compass of the United States, championing justice and mobilizing congregants to inspire
equity through its political imperative. If communities, cities, states, or the nation are to
change, it must be inspired by the historic Black church, which continues the biological,
political, and social work of the historic Black church as identified in Acts 2. As a church
borne from racial segregation, the original Black church, and those in its tradition, are the
only institutions fully capable of combatting the sin of racial injustice. Hamilton Park
United Methodist Church is not merely a predominantly Black church, it was the historic
Black church in a racially segregated, displaced, divested, and disillusioned community.

To move beyond being the predominantly Black church, it must understand how it was to

27 “For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Romans
6:23 NRSV
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be the historic Black church for the Hamilton Park Community. To reclaim its biological
phenomenon, theo-political imperative, and socially determinative power, just as in Acts
1, and originated in Acts 2, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church can only reclaim its
tradition through an exhumation of its origin story, and it must also understand how it has
been the historic Black church for the community through a survey of its history in its

local context.
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Chapter 4: Hamilton Park Methodist Church, the Historically
Black Church of Hamilton Park

“In the first book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began

to do and teach until the day when he was taken up to heaven, after

giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he had

chosen.”!

The importance of narrative is the heritage of the church itself. The Book of Acts
is a story of unfolding, it is narrative. The writer of Acts suggests that Acts is a
continuation of a story previously shared, it is coupled with the gospel. There is only
knowledge of the church because of the faithful narration of the writer. For the church to
be faithful to its work, it must understand the narrative of the church and its own local
narrative. The church itself cannot be effective without understanding its faithful origin
and how it has been the church, or not, in its past. If Hamilton Park United Methodist
Church wants to be more than a predominantly Black church and reclaim its power, it
must understand its story that includes its historical, social, local, and theological
formation.

Hamilton Park United Methodist Church was founded in 1957 with power, for a
purpose; to shepherd a segregated people. As the historically Black church of the
Hamilton Park Community, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church’s power must be
understood through its full origin story dating to 1784 at the formation of The Methodist

Episcopal Church, captured in the denomination’s missional outreach in Dallas, Texas

and the historic Black churches of Dallas, cultivated at St. Paul United Methodist Church,

TActs 1:1-2 NRSV
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and carried through the legacies of Dallas’s foremost Black pastors. This is a story from
1784-1968
The Birth of the Historic Black Church in the Methodist Movement

Hamilton Park United Methodist Church, and all other Black Methodist
expressions, trace their origins to the formation of the Methodist Episcopal Church in
1784, at the Christmas Conference, or the first general conference of the Methodist
Episcopal Church, at Lovely Lane Methodist Episcopal Church in Baltimore, Maryland.?
During the Christmas Conference, as the Methodist Episcopal Church was officially
formed, the General Conference formally opposed slavery but wrestled with racism and
segregation throughout its evolution. In 1844, the Methodist Episcopal Church, like its
cousin, the Baptists in the Triennial Convention, split over the issue of slavery.? The
Baptists who left the Triennial Convention formed the Southern Baptist Convention, and
the Methodists who left formed the Methodist Episcopal Church, South. These church
schisms would be the catalysts in the nation’s reckoning with slavery. In 1861, eleven
southern states seceded from the United States of America, forming the United
Confederate States of America, including Texas, and causing the Civil War.* The Civil
War lasted from April 12, 1861, until April 9, 1865. Although slaves were freed with the
Emancipation Proclamation, they were not legally free until the passage of the 13th
Amendment, which was signed into law on February 1, 1865, by President Abraham

Lincoln. Slaves in Texas were not freed until June 19, 1865.

2 David Hempton, Methodism: Empire of the Spirit (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2005), 93.

3 Tbid., 106.

4 Kathlyn Gay and Martin Gay, Civil War: Voices from the Past (Brookefield, CT: Twenty-First Century
Books, 1995, 8, E-Book.
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The State of Texas was annexed by the United States in 1845, but from 1836-
1845 was a sovereign state. The City of Dallas began as a village in the Republic of
Texas in 1841 and its early settlers held slaves.® Before the state’s annexation and prior to
the Civil War, settlers began to plant themselves in the republic, and the Methodist
Episcopal and the Methodist Episcopal South churches sent missionaries and itinerant
preachers to evangelize. Following the annexation of the state into the United States as
the 28th State, the First Methodist Episcopal Church, South, was established in 1846 in
the heart of the Dallas village.® With the annexation of Texas and the abolition of slavery,
Black missionaries of the Methodist Episcopal Church were sent to establish churches for
freed people. Missionaries in Dallas would establish the St. Paul Mission in 1865 in the
heart of the young city, under a tree around the corner from First Methodist Episcopal
Church, South (now First United Methodist Church).” Both St. Paul and First United
Methodist Church have remained neighbors in Downtown Dallas since their founding. St.
Paul Mission was chartered as St. Paul Methodist Church in 1873, making it one of first
Black churches in the original city limits. St. Paul Methodist Episcopal Church is not
only an early Black church in the city of Dallas, but it is also among the earliest Black

churches throughout the nation, born of slavery, to redeem Black bodies.®

3 The Dallas Morning News, “Were There Slaves in Dallas? Curious Texas Investigates,” September 9,
2021, https://www.dallasnews.com/news/curious-texas/2021/09/09/were-there-slaves-in-dallas-curious-
texas-investigates/.

6 “Maurin’s Theater,” The Historical Marker Database (HMdb.org), accessed April 22, 2026,
https://www.hmdb.org/m.asp?m=135399.

7 St. Paul United Methodist Church, “Our History and Significance,” https://stpaulumcdallas.org/our-
history/, accessed January 15, 2026.

8 Henry Louis Gates, Jr., The Black Church: This Is Our Story, This Is Our Song (New York, NY: Penguin
Books, 2021), 77.
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Today, the former St. Paul Methodist Episcopal Church is regarded as the oldest
church in the City of Dallas, sharing the distinction with New Hope Baptist Church,
founded in the same year. But St. Paul’s distinction among them both is that it has
operated in the same location since its founding and is one of three historically Black
buildings to survive the destruction of Dallas’s Freedman’s Town. Throughout the city’s
growth, St. Paul has evolved and informed the landscape of justice as an early, possessing
the biological phenomenon, theo-political imperative, and social determinacy of the
original Black church.

St. Paul Methodist Episcopal Church

After its founding in 1873, St. Paul grew, and growth demanded a building. In
1876, after the completion of their first structure, Reverend George Warren Richardson, a
white Methodist minister from Minnesota, leased the church for a college to educate
Black youth.? The West Texas Annual Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church,
the segregated conference for Black people, adopted the school and named it Andrews
Normal School. In 1878, the school moved to Austin, Texas, and was housed at Wesley
Methodist Episcopal Church (Austin, Texas’s oldest Black church). Following its move
to Austin, the school received a major donation from Samuel Huston, a wealthy farmer.
The school was able to buy land and eventually renamed as Samuel Huston College.
Today, Samuel Huston College has become Huston-Tillotson University, an HBCU
affiliated with The United Methodist Church. St. Paul met the educational and spiritual
needs of the Black community, and its popularity intensified. The steady growth of the

church’s membership required a larger building. St. Paul’s affluence was marked by their

° Huston-Tillotson University, “HT, History,” https://htu.edu/about/history/, Accessed on February 1, 2026.
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partnership with William Sidney Pittman, Texas’s first Black architect, to design the new
facility.!? Construction began in 1913.

When the structure was completed, St. Paul Methodist Episcopal Church is a
Collegiate-Gothic Revival-style cathedral, complete with stained-glass windows
depicting European biblical figures, and adorned with different shades of brick. The
tapestry of the building exposed the wealth disparity of Black people compared to that of
white people and even the complexities of class within Black America as those who
brought bricks purchased what they could afford. St. Paul’s construction lasted fourteen
years.!'! Black churches are not homogeneous; they are diverse in cultural expression and
economic prowess. Black churches were, and are not, absolved of the tendency to
dichotomize between socio-economic classes. St. Paul’s membership ranged from Black
wealth to Black poverty; housing the haves and the have-nots.!? St. Paul stood, and
continues to stand, as a monument to the biological, theo-political, and social paradigm
the Black church possesses. St. Paul’s completed structure at its location near white
affluence and power signified its commitment to advocacy and care.

From 1873 to 1948, St. Paul’s archives highlight the church’s social and political
involvement. Through their advocacy, they supported the establishment of churches in
developing communities of color, opened their doors for the establishment of schools
educating Black people, hosted social gatherings for civic clubs, and centralized Black

affluence. But as the depression era emerged and Dallas’s economy began to expand, the

10 William Sidney Pittman (1875-1958) was the first Black person to be a licensed architect in Texas.
Dozens of his structures that remain standing are in Texas and are registered landmarks with the National
Registry of Historic Places, including St. Paul United Methodist Church in Dallas, Texas (2016).

' St. Paul United Methodist Church, “Our History and Significance,” https://stpaulumcdallas.org/our-
history/, accessed January 15, 2026.

12 Wylin D. Wilson, Economic Ethics and the Black Church (London, UK: Palgrave McMillan, 2017), 6-7.
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campaign to destroy Black communities began and required the biological, political, and
social witness of the Black church. Although St. Paul grew, pastoral instability limited
the church’s full capacity to be an effective Black church in Dallas. Just as the church’s
place in the community is important as the centripetal force of the Black community, the
church’s pastor or preacher must craft the church, define its work, and be involved in the
community. The power of the Black church is reflected in both the pew and the pulpit.'3
St. Paul had nearly forty pastors until the arrival of Reverend Dr. Ira Benjamin Loud in
1948. With his political engagement, Reverend Loud and St. Paul would define Dallas for
generations to come, only after the death and resignations of New Hope Baptist Church’s
pastors, Reverend Alexander Stephens Jackson and his son, Reverend Maynard H.
Jackson, Sr.
The Jackson-Loud Era and the Emergence of Zan Wesley Holmes, Jr.

Reverend Alexander Stephens Jackson became the senior pastor of Dallas’s New
Hope Baptist Church in 1899.!# St. Paul and New Hope trace their beginnings to the same
year, and together, they shepherded Dallas’s Freedman’s Town. Reverend Jackson led
New Hope until he died in 1936; a 37-year tenure. Reverend Alexander Stephens
Jackson, born in 1858, was a graduate of Atlanta University and Clark Seminary and
witnessed the abolition of slavery, the Reconstruction Era, and the rise of the Ku Klux

Klan and Jim Crow. In 1900, Booker T. Washington came to Dallas to attend and speak

3'W. E. B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (Coppell, TX: Amazon Press, 2021), 126.
14 New Hope Baptist Church of Dallas, “Our History,” https://www.thenewhopedallas.org/our-history,
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at the State Fair of Texas for the Colored People's Day at the fair.!> He was met there by
Joseph E. Wiley, a Black attorney, and H. W. Scott. Wiley and Scott sought
Washington’s support for the New Century Cotton Mill, which could provide many
opportunities for Black employment, and Washington supported the plan. His support
meant that other capable Black people would support it also, including Reverend
Jackson.!® His investment in this plan exemplified his commitment to expanding work
opportunities for Black Dallasites. In 1907, the City of Dallas amended its charter to
strengthen segregation. In response to the intensification of racism in Dallas, Reverend
Jackson founded the Patron’s League. Through the league, he regularly entertained
leaders of the day to introduce Black Dallas to the intellectuals and influencers so that
they would be educated on the nuances of race and equipped with the tools necessary to
confront racial terror.!” He hosted W. E. B. DuBois, Booker T. Washington, Mary
Church Terrell, and several other Black intellectuals and influencers. Again, in the 1930s,
the City of Dallas amended its charter to require all candidates for city government to run
for at-large seats in non-partisan competitions.'® This amendment effectively prevented
Black people from holding city-wide office and having representation of their interests in
the city hall. Reverend Jackson, along with Ammon S. Wells, an attorney, organized

Black Dallasites to protest the measure. In 1934, Reverend Jackson, then aged 76,

15 The State Fair of Texas was founded in 1886 and hosted annually in Dallas’s historically Black, South
Dallas. For decades, the State Fair of Texas was segregated and only allowed Black people a certain day or
days, in its annual 24-day exhibition.

16 Shennette Garrett-Scott, “The New Century Cotton Mill: A Historical Overview of African-American
Entrepreneurship in Dallas,” The Texas State Historical Association, last modified April 8§, 2021,
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46, no.2 (2008): 30.
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installed his son, Reverend Maynard Holbrook Jackson, Sr., as the co-pastor of New
Hope. Reverend Alexander Stephens Jackson died in 1936, and his son effectively
became New Hope’s senior pastor.

Reverend Maynard H. Jackson, Sr. was born in 1894 while his father served
Tulane Avenue Baptist Church in New Orleans, Louisiana; his formative years were in
Dallas, Texas. Reverend Maynard Jackson was educated in Dallas and continued his
education at Morehouse College in Atlanta, Georgia. He continued his education at
Northwestern University’s Garrett School of Divinity. When Reverend Maynard H.
Jackson returned to Dallas to support his father in ministry and lead New Hope, he
quickly began advocating for Black Dallasites. He was the editor for the Dallas Express,
the Black newspaper, the executive secretary of the Dallas Negro Chamber of Commerce,
and a leader in the city’s NAACP. Like his father before him, he continued the legacy of
the Patron’s League when he began the Progressive Voters League in 1936.'° Then, in
1944, he ran for the Dallas Independent School District Board of Trustees to improve
Black schools and equalize teacher salaries commensurate with tenure and experience.
His bid was unsuccessful and brought the rage of racists who thought to run him out of
the city. Reverend Maynard H. Jackson served New Hope and Black Dallas until 1945,
when he resigned to become the senior pastor of Atlanta’s Friendship Baptist Church. His
departure brought an end to the Jackson-era of leadership and advocacy for Black Dallas,
nearly fifty years of combined advocacy, until the arrival of Reverend Ira Benjamin Loud

to St. Paul Methodist Church.

19 Nate Christensen, “Maynard Jackson, Sr. (1894-1953),” BlackPast.org, https://blackpast.org/african-
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Reverend Ira B. Loud was appointed to serve St. Paul Methodist Church in 1948.
Born in 1910 in Somerville, Texas, Reverend Loud was educated at Prairie View Normal
and Industrial College (now Prairie View Agricultural & Mechanical University in
Prairie View, Texas) and entered ministry in 1933.2° Reverend Loud was known for his
tall, physical build and booming voice. Early in his ministry, he was recruited to serve in
the West Texas Annual Conference of the new Methodist Church. In 1939, the Methodist
Episcopal Church and the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, reunited to form the
Methodist Church. However, the merger of these formerly divorced denominations did
not solve the sinful racial problem responsible for the splintering of its parent church in
the eighteenth century. The formation of The Methodist Church, a segregated jurisdiction
known as the Central Jurisdiction, which housed black conferences and bishops to
supervise black churches.?! This dynamic allowed for some camaraderie for black and
white clergy but maintained segregation as the social and denominational standard. The
merger and the accommodation that Black Methodists allowed, just as in the splintering
of the Methodist Episcopal Church over slavery, typified the political climate in America.
A growing divide began to emerge in Black communities on how best to confront racial
discrimination and terror. Black clergy and leaders either took a liberal approach of direct
action and cooperation, or others, like in the case of the Central Jurisdiction, maintained
the more conservative journey of cooperation until the conditions became more relaxed.

Reverend Loud reflected the cooperation needed for the Methodist Church to exist. After

20 Walter N. Vernon, “Ira B. Loud: Pioneering Black Methodist Minister,” Handbook of Texas,
https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/loud-ira-benjamin , accessed on February 1, 2026.

2! Morris L. Davis, The Methodist Unification: Christianity and the Politics of Race in the Jim Crow Era
(New York, NY: New York University Press, 2008), 43-44, E-Book
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serving Cogswell Methodist Church and growing it from five to several hundred
members, Reverend Loud was appointed to the District Superintendency and the editor of
the West Texas Conference Newsletter; he was also a delegate to the General Conference
of The Methodist Church.??> When Reverend Loud was appointed to St. Paul, he brought
energy and stability, and a new political leadership style. The Jacksons offered a
progressive and direct-action leadership, but Loud’s leadership required cooperation and
relationship-building with white moderates to advance civil rights in Dallas, a more
conservative approach.

Reverend Loud’s political style exemplified a fifty-year difference of opinion on
how best to combat racial inequity. First exposed between W. E. B. DuBois and Booker
T. Washington, the difference of opinion unfolded within the nation’s political parties
beginning in the 1940s, with progressive direct action and conservative cooperative
politics.?? After nearly a century of Black voting and political history, Black people were
largely Republican voters, an homage to Abraham Lincoln, until the Great Depression
and President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, which brought federal aid to Americans
to stimulate the economy after it crashed. The New Deal offered minimal aid for Blacks,
but it was the first time the federal government offered any aid of its kind to Black
people.?* In addition to the New Deal and at First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt's urging,

President Roosevelt publicly met with Black leaders. Following twenty years of

22 The General Conference of the United Methodist Church, comprised of clergy and lay delegates from
each conference and jurisdiction, is the decision-making, legislative branch of the church. It adopts,
amends, and approves legislation that governs the church each quadrennium.
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2002), 2.
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Democratic Party control of the executive branch, President Dwight Eisenhower was
elected in 1952. The Eisenhower Administration was marked by the emergence of civil
rights demonstrations and litigation, the destruction of Black neighborhoods and homes
through the Federal-Aid Highway Act, and the publicization of some of the most heinous
racial acts of terror.

During the Eisenhower and Kennedy Administrations, the Civil Rights Movement
emerged and intensified with public demonstrations that defined the decade. The use of
public demonstrations and interactions with the police furthered the divide among many
conservative and progressive Black leaders on how best to accomplish racial equality,
and a generational divide. While Reverend Loud’s approach was less confrontational and
more collegial, it did not suggest an acceptance of racial inequity; he believed
relationship-building was more advantageous than direct action. Reverend Loud, with the
aid of his white allyship, resourced and supported Black young people fueling the
nation’s civil rights demonstrations and strategies, including a mentee, Reverend Zan
Wesley Holmes, Jr.?

Reverend Loud found quick success at St. Paul, growing the church from
hundreds to thousands throughout his career. His ministry success was rooted in his
strong affinity for young people. During his ministry, he served on the boards of Huston-
Tillotson College and Wiley College and regularly invested in students of promise and
ministries to young adults. With the support of his white allies, he welcomed, resourced,
and platformed the first classes of Black students to Perkins School of Theology at

Southern Methodist University, including Reverend Zan Wesley Holmes, Jr., in whom he

25 Jim Schutze, The Accommodation, 197.
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found a protege. Reverend Holmes was born on February 1, 1935, in Waco, Texas, the
son of Reverend Zan Wesley Holmes, Sr., a colleague of Reverend Loud and district
superintendent in the West Texas Annual Conference of The Methodist Church.
Reverend Holmes excelled academically and, upon his graduation from Huston-Tillotson
College in 1956, he enrolled at Perkins School of Theology at Southern Methodist
University. When Reverend Holmes arrived in Dallas, Reverend Loud immediately hired
him as a pastoral intern at St. Paul with plans to platform Reverend Holmes as an
emerging leader unseen in Dallas.

During Reverend Holmes’s first year on the staff of St. Paul and his studies at
Perkins School of Theology, he experienced racism that defined his ministry and the
ministry of the churches he would later lead. In 1956, Reverend Holmes was awakened
from his sleep by a crash involving a Black motorist.?¢ He and others rushed to the
motorist’s aid and waited for paramedics. The paramedics who arrived were white, and
because of Dallas’s stringent racism, they declined to offer emergency aid to the Black
motorist. Reverend Holmes, troubled by their reluctance, vowed that night his ministry
would be one to “overcome the ugly sin of racism.” Reverend Holmes would ultimately
be appointed a District Superintendent, elected to the Texas State House of
Representatives, and lead the largest Black liberationist church in the city of Dallas until
2002, St. Luke Community United Methodist Church. Reverend Holmes would be the
first pastor to possess both the Jackson-Loud styles of leadership that Dallas had not seen

before.

26 Paul McKay, “Dallas Pastor Looks Back: Rev. Zan Holmes Retires,” United Methodist News Service,
last modified August 2002, http://blackandchristian.com/articles/pulpit/umns-08-02.shtml
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Reverend Holmes’s arrival at St. Paul occurred two years after the opening of the
Hamilton Park Community. Hamilton Park was already home to two churches, First
Baptist Church of Hamilton Park and Hamilton Park Church of Christ, but there was no
Wesleyan Christian expression of any kind there. St. Paul, with its popularity and a leader
who supported young adults, was a large church outgrowing its capacity. As young
professionals arrived in Dallas from the schools that Rev. Loud supported, they joined St.
Paul, and many moved to Hamilton Park, but St. Paul was nearly ten miles away, and a
twenty-minute drive at that time. Reverend Loud, with a vibrant young pastor on his staff
and dozens of members in his congregation living in the neighborhood, envisioned a new
church for this new community.

Hamilton Park Methodist Church

Sunday, August 4, 1957, Reverend Loud and the St. Paul Methodist Church
hosted an evening worship service at Hamilton Park High School with his pastoral aides,
Reverends J. H. Childs and Zan Wesley Holmes, Jr. assisting him. Reverend Loud
preached a riveting sermon and at the end of the worship experience he introduced Mrs.
Bessie Haynes, Mr. A. Maceo Johnson, Mrs. Flonaris Mondine, Mr. Frank Mondine,
Mrs. Annie Ruth Roberston, Mrs. Eula Robinson, Mrs. Odetta Russeau, Mrs. Vivian T.
Starks, Mrs. Eloise Valley Hatchett, Mr. Howard H. Walke, Sr., and Mrs. Joanna Walker
as the charter members of the new Hamilton Park Methodist Church. On Tuesday,
August 6, 1957, Hamilton Park Methodist Church was officially organized with

Reverend Loud as the founding pastor.?’” Throughout the month, the church formalized

27 Hamilton Park United Methodist Church, “About Us,” https://www.theparkumc.org/about, accessed on
January 5, 2026
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itself, and Reverend Loud and his staff provided support and spiritual guidance through
worship experiences and resources; early worship services were held at Hamilton Park
High School. Even without a building, the church’s spiritual formation took place in the
homes of new members, and the church grew.

On October 7, 1957, Reverend Loud’s white allies, Reverend Dr. Marshall Steel,
Senior Pastor of Highland Park Methodist Church, and Reverend R. Fletcher, Secretary
of the Board of Missions of The Methodist Church, provided Hamilton Park Methodist
Church proposals on a new building and the use of Highland Park’s business manager in
the negotiations and supervision of the construction. Highland Park Methodist Church
and The Methodist Church provided $6,000 to purchase one acre of land at Schroder
Road and Willowdell Drive, and $30,000 for the construction of the building.®
Construction of the building began in the spring of 1958. As the church formalized itself
and experienced quick growth and success, Reverend Loud nurtured Reverend Holmes
for leadership. On Tuesday, April 29, 1958, seven months after the launch of Hamilton
Park Methodist Church, Reverend Holmes was appointed as the Assistant Pastor.
Reverend Holmes was appointed senior pastor by the end of the summer of 1958. With
Reverend Holmes’s appointment, the biological phenomenon, political imperative, and
social determinacy of the Black church inherent in Hamilton Park Methodist Church were
exhumed. Hamilton Park Methodist Church was the Black church for the Hamilton Park

Community.?’

28 Eloise Valley-Hatchett, The History of Hamilton Park United Methodist Church (Dallas, TX: North
Texas Conference of The United Methodist Church, 1981), 4.
» Eloise Valley-Hatchett, The History of Hamilton Park United Methodist Church, 40.
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Hamilton Park Methodist Church moved into its new facility and celebrated its
opening in worship on Sunday, January 4, 1959. Hamilton Park Methodist Church and
Reverend Holmes understood that their place, the physical location at the entrance of the
community, and their legacy as a Black church were a spiritual mandate. Hamilton Park
Methodist Church made itself available for political engagement and civic advocacy by
partnering with the Hamilton Civic League and hosting its monthly meetings. Under
Reverend Holmes’s leadership, the church purchased additional land next to the existing
church and built an educational building in 1963 to house a childcare center for the
community’s children, making it the first and only Black church to offer daycare for
parents in the neighborhood. The Hamilton Park Learning Center, Inc. was launched to
provide accessible care and provide dignity to Black children. The Hamilton Park
Learning Center provided care for children from sunup to sundown. Reverend Holmes
shepherded Hamilton Park Methodist Church until 1968, when The Methodist Church
merged with the Evangelical United Brethren Church, becoming The United Methodist
Church making Hamilton Park Methodist Church, Hamilton Park United Methodist
Church.

Hamilton Park United Methodist Church and the Hamilton Park Community
Today

Since 1968, under the direction of nine other pastors following Reverend Holmes,
Hamilton Park United Methodist Church has maintained its leadership to meet the needs
of each generation. Between 1980 and 2002, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church
experienced its greatest growth under the leadership of Reverends Henry L. Masters, Sr.

and Ronald D. Henderson. Their ministries prioritized the biological phenomenon, theo-
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political imperative, and social determinacy of the Black church. As a result, the church
grew exponentially to reach a peak membership of nearly 3,000, warranting the
expansion of its facilities, the acquisition of four additional acres adjoining the existing
church property, and the renovation of existing facilities and the construction of new
ones. The campus was completed in 1994 with the renovation of the church’s former
sanctuary to become the chapel and music ministry wing, the renovation of the
educational building to become the administrative wing, and the construction of the
family life center with two commercial kitchens, a gymnasium, several large classrooms,
meeting spaces, and a 1,500-seat sanctuary. After the completion of the building project,
Hamilton Park United Methodist Church became the only church in the neighborhood
following the relocation of First Baptist Church of Hamilton Park and the closure of
Hamilton Park Church of Christ. Hamilton Park United Methodist Church continued to
grow as historically Black church, until inconsistency in the pastorate stunted its impact.
From 2002 until 2024, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church received five
other senior pastors, receiving its eleventh senior pastor in 2024. Each pastor had their
own successes, but due to denominational constraints, pastoral instability, declining
membership, Dallas-Fort Worth’s development into far northern and southern counties,
divestment from the city’s center, and the COVID-19 pandemic, the church’s impact as
the historic Black church waned, the morale of the church diminished, and its willingness
to engage with the community nearly ceased. In this way, it moved from being a
historically Black church as defined, to a predominantly Black church, an island to itself.

Deeper, through the theological, historical, and narrative analysis, Hamilton Park United
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Methodist Church had become complacent and ultimately compliant with the sinful racial
terror it was created to combat.

As the Hamilton Park Community began experiencing its greatest challenges of
displacement, divestment, and disillusionment. If the church were prudent to its legacy of
biological phenomenon, theo-political imperative, and the church’s attention to the needs,
narratives, and nature of the community waned. If the roots of the historic Black church
find themselves at the original Black church, a place of biological phenomenon and
liberation, theo-political imperative, and social determinacy as templated by the church of
Acts 2 and as interrogated like Acts 1, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church had not
simply stopped being a historic Black church, it had stopped being the church although
Hamilton Park United Methodist Church continues to maintain an annual budget of over
$1,000,000, serves an active membership of nearly 1,000, operates a 60,000-square-foot
building that still accommodates spiritual formation, civic engagement, social activity,
and political strategizing.

As the only church, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church still has place,
structural and institutional, to combat the displacement, divestment, and disillusionment
of the Hamilton Park Community. Through narrative it must reclaim that sacred power to
serve, preserve, and inspire transformation in the community and make change happen.
To accomplish change, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church must exegete its
understanding of place, context, biological phenomenon, theo-political imperative, social
determinacy, and narrative through the lens of Acts 1-5, interrogating displacement,
divestment, and disillusionment throughout Acts to faithfully plan for the next steps in

making change happen.
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Chapter 5: Acts 1-5 and the Need for Change
“So when they had come together, they asked him, ‘Lord, is this

the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?’ He replied, ‘It is

not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set by his

own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come

upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and

Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.””!

Historically Black churches, as defined, are those that continue the biological,
political, and social witness of the historic Black church. However, the lineage of
historically Black churches is anchored in spiritual, cultural, and communal traditions
that predate the racialized formation of the early Black church; they anchor at the birth of
the church following the life, death, burial, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus in the
Book of Acts. Hamilton Park United Methodist Church, in this way, is not simply the
historically Black church of and in the Hamilton Park Community; it is the church of and
for the Hamilton Park Community as outlined and distinguished in Acts.

The Hamilton Park Community has been threatened and affected by Dallas’s
inherent racial violence since its inception. Between 1968 and 1971, the community had
to protect its school from closure following the late desegregation of public schools in
Texas. In 1981, the community had to protect itself from Texas Instruments and the other
investors seeking to buy out homeowners to expand their developmental footprint. Since

2010, Dallas County has zoned a portion of Hamilton Park to accommodate a concrete

waste dumpsite for construction workers expanding the highways surrounding the

I Acts 1:6-8 NRSV
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community. The effects of these aggressions have caused the community’s present
challenges of displacement, divestment, and disillusionment. As the church for the
Hamilton Park Community, in the tradition of the historic Black church, and with roots at
the birth of the church in Acts, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church must begin
change by exegeting displacement, divestment, and disillusionment through Acts 1-5 to
be the church of and for the Hamilton Park Community.
Displacement, Acts 1:6-8

Historically, the Acts of the Apostles is understood to be a continuation of the
Gospel According to Luke; a pair called Luke-Acts. The book of Acts, which reads as a
historical document, is marked by its conversions, conversations, and the burgeoning
Christian movement. Acts is situated as a pivotal point in the continued work of Christ, as
a new genesis, a restarting of God’s creative unfolding. As a new genesis, Acts describes
the birth of the church, the movement of the spirit of God upon dispersed, marginalized
people, and the movements of the apostles and the faithful throughout the region as the
Christian faith continues to grow. The movements of Acts and its inclusion of the
marginalized underscore the challenge of displacement in Acts 1:6-8

After Jesus has been resurrected and is preparing to ascend, Jesus orders his
disciples not to leave Jerusalem.? Throughout Luke, the writer takes the reader on a
journey back to Jerusalem, a city of formidability and prophecy. Throughout biblical
literature, it is also the home of the faith that is constantly besieged and destroyed.
Rome’s domination tended to destroy and displace, exercising its political will over the

faithful. This domination was to diminish the faithful, the oppressed in mind, body, and

2 Acts 1:4 NRSV
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morale. Rather than leave, Jesus encourages them to stay. Jesus’s instruction is
sacramental and political.

Sacramental. Jesus has lived, been crucified, died, and been buried, until he 1s
resurrected, and is preparing to ascend in Acts. Before his crucifixion, Jesus hosts a
dinner with his disciples over bread and wine. The bread Jesus would use to symbolize
his body, he breaks it and serves it. With the wine, Jesus would use it to symbolize his
blood that would be shed, and he would pour it and serve it. Together, Jesus said,
whenever you eat of the bread and drink of wine, do it in remembrance of me.?
Remembering Christ is bringing all that is broken back together. Jesus instructs the
disciples “not to leave” Jerusalem, and is captured by the word ywpil® (chorizo), which
means divide. In the eucharist, the body of Christ brings the divided back. Displacement
is therefore division.

To remain in Jerusalem underscores a sacramental challenge, that Jerusalem has
too often been divided. For centuries, Black communities have been divided from each
other, beginning with the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade. The division of Black
communities, and that of other non-white hues, has informed a lack of connectivity
between the oppressed. Division in Hamilton Park is a removal from the community
through gentrification that diminishes relationships families have enjoyed for nearly eight
decades, and worse, forgetting the story of racism that still lies at the foundation of the
city that informs the creation of the community.

Political. When Rome divided Jerusalem, Rome dominated it. Losing Hamilton

Park, being displaced from it, is releasing it to the oligarchs, determining the city’s moral

3 Luke 22:14-20 NRSV
77



direction with its wealth. When Jesus instructs them to remain, Jesus also underscores a
political dilemma. yopilm (chorizo) also means divorce. The use of the marital term
suggests a legal matter, and that legal matter is political. To remain in Jerusalem is
Jesus’s invitation to political defiance. Throughout the civil rights movement, which
began one year after the opening of Hamilton Park and ended with the death of Martin
Luther King, Jr. in 1968, freedom fighters would sing songs encouraging resistance, such
as “We Shall Not Be Moved.” To be displaced from Jerusalem is a political issue.

After Jesus’s instructions, Jesus informs them that in their sacramental and
political defiance, they will receive power and be his witnesses, but the people
responsible for spreading the Gospel throughout these divided communities are
systematically oppressed themselves.* These followers, empowered by Jesus with
sacramental and political authority, lack resources, pedigree, and socio-economic status,
and he suggests that in their defiance, God will empower them with the resources that
have been systematically displaced from their communities, an economic restoration.
Through Jesus’s economic prophecy, the challenge for Jerusalem and marginalized
communities is divestment of economic resources.

Divestment in Acts 2:43-45 and Acts 5:1-11

The people of Acts are not simply displaced; they are disesmpowered by
divestments of resources from their communities. Jesus was born a Palestinian Jew under
Rome’s oppression; he was considered a minority. Born in a minority group in a populist,
capitalistic society, Jesus’s economic condition was poverty; his identity had no value in

Rome’s society. Similarly, his followers reflect his social status, and he seeks, through

4 Acts 1:8 NRSV
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them, to continue his liberating message and resource historically divested people. At
Pentecost, the church is formed as the faithful and marginalized from throughout the
region gathered to pray, and the Holy Spirit empowered them to speak in each other’s
tongues. Through tongues, the writer discloses where these faithful converts and
believers have come from, divested communities and provinces under government
control.

As the church grew, it sustained itself by gathering all goods, selling them, and
sharing the profits; this was the covenant.> When individuals sold all they had and
brought the profit to the center of the church, the exchange of funds and the collective
abundance further suggest that, as displaced people, these communities were divested and
subsequently lived in scarcity.® These marginalized, divested communities under Rome’s
domination were required to resource the imperial system with the little they already
earned or possessed. The divestment of Rome suffocated the marginalized communities it
dominated, and when members of the church withheld portions of their goods for
themselves, they died. Divestment is economic erasure.

The church’s covenant was economic and required commitment. In Acts 5, when
Ananias and Sapphira sold land, Ananias withheld a portion of the proceeds for himself
and his family. Immediately, Peter discerned Ananias’s betrayal of trust and challenged
him about his greed, then Ananias dropped dead. Similarly, Sapphira is challenged by
Peter for not discouraging the corruption, and she too died. Their deaths are not simply

their own, but Peter’s discourse with them suggests that withholding from the church, this

> Acts 2:43-45 NRSV
6 Acts 4:32-35 NRSV
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community of equity and justice, exacerbates divestment, it is erasure, it is death. In
Lowndes County, Alabama, near Selma, Alabama, is a majority Black community that
has suffered from divestment resulting in stench. Not until the mid-2000s had the county
invested in wastewater treatment or water infrastructure. Because of divestment, waste
from homes was backing up into yards, and some tanks were bursting because of failed
maintenance.’” The community could not thrive; children could not play outside in their
yards, and deadly parasites were breeding in the sewage. The conditions of divestment
diminished the extent to which the community could thrive, and the stench of the waste
captured the erasure. The deaths of Ananias and Sapphira exemplified the decay
divestment causes, and the smells of waste in Lowndes County typify waste.

Divestment in marginalized communities is the dominating system’s exercise of
power and its willingness to erase marginalized communities. The deaths of Ananias and
Sapphira dramatize the effects of divestment and warrant Peter’s examination of the
condition. In his examination of divestment and in response to Ananias and Sapphira’s
withholding of proceeds from the church, Peter discloses another challenge within
marginalized communities: disillusionment.

Disillusionment in Acts 3-5

Disillusionment is disappointment with the divestment governments make in
historically marginalized communities. Rome has a responsibility to the poor and the
conditions that cause poverty. Just societies are societies living in accountability to each

other, as reflected in the creation narrative. The formation of the church, in light of

7 Catherine Coleman Flowers, Waste: One Woman'’s Fight Against America’s Dirty Secret (New York,
NY: The New Press, 2020), 17.
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creation, is a new genesis, and how to thrive even as others still misappropriate their
empowerment. Disillusionment, in those conditions, and participation in the empirical
domination, suggest not only a discontentment with one’s current condition but the belief
that participating in the sport of capitalism will offer them the satisfaction and wholeness
they seek. Further, disillusionment is apathy; they will not engage for their good or the
good of the community. Ultimately, disillusionment is also resentment or hostility with
others about a perceived lack of resources. These nuances of disappointment are
prevalent in Acts 3-4.

Peter and John went to the temple for prayer and were confronted by a differently-
abled man who was brought to the gates daily to beg for goods. When the beggar asked
Peter and John for money, Peter asked him to look at them. The word look is BAén®
(blepd), meaning to discover or understand.® This instruction, in light of the financial
nature of the man’s request, is for the differently-abled man to understand and empathize
with Peter’s own lack of resources; he has no money to offer. Rather than provide money,
Peter, through Jesus’s name, healed the man. This radical inclusion and miracle testify to
the power of Jesus’s name but also disclose the man’s discontentment with his condition,
and the idea that Rome or able-bodied people could help him. Asking for money reflected
his disappointment. In addition to his disappointment with his condition, the inaction of
those who regularly attend prayer at the temple reflected disappointment as apathy.

The apathy of the regular attendees is rooted in their disappointment with scarcity.
The beggar who was differently-abled since birth was regularly brought to the temple by

people who also must be marginalized if they are in community with him at all. They

8 Acts 3:4 NRSV
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brought him to the temple because it would be the best place to identify resources, solicit
pity, or challenge the elite. The temple is controlled by priests and Sadducees, leaders of
the temple, who are marginalized themselves but with proximity to power. Their
leadership of the temple suggests that the community could also be diverse in class, just
as historic Black churches. When Peter heals the man and begins preaching about the
liberating power of Christ and a new economic paradigm, it troubles the leadership. They
interrupt the sermon and arrest Peter and John for preaching about Jesus. Their anger
about Jesus discloses resentment.’

The resentment of the priests and Sadducees lies in their fear of Jesus. They
brought Peter to testify about what happened to the beggar and with what authority he
had to heal. Peter continued his sermon about liberating and saving the power of Christ,
and the council went to deliberate. In their deliberation, they could not deny that
liberation was taking place, a clear act of political resistance. When they returned, they
ordered Peter to discontinue speaking of Jesus. This resentment is not simply rage with,
or hate for Jesus, but it is disillusionment with the fact that this movement will diminish
their control and could embolden Rome’s domination. Rather than direct action and
community-building to restructure society, they would prefer to “keep the peace” at the
expense of the poor, like the beggar, and benefit from the empire.

Dallas’s racial progression, or lack thereof, has been rooted in disillusionment.
Black leaders in Dallas limited the degree to which a civil rights movement and strategy
were developed and implemented because of white financiers. Dallas had no national

banks; they were locally owned. The Black churches and their parsonages were financed

9 Acts 4:1 NRSV
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with loans from local banks, and the banks threatened Black churches and pastors with
foreclosure if they organized their congregants for civil rights. When Martin Luther King,
Jr. visited Dallas, he was met at the airport by local pastors and told to turn around for
fear of white resentment. Their disillusionment was both apathy and resentment. They
celebrated racial progress, but limited the degree of change because of their inaction.
They resented political mobilization and their role in having to discourage it so that
Dallas would not further destroy Black communities.

In Acts 5, when Ananias and Sapphira die for withholding from the good of the
church, their deaths portrayed a resentment of the covenant. Peter inquired of them what
more they needed that the church could not support. The need for more indicates that they
internalized the capitalistic nature of their oppressor; if they had more, they could have
the power they had never had. The economic condition of marginalized communities is
exacerbated by the oppressed’s participation in consumerism and capitalism, hoarding
wealth. Moreover, the oppressed’s participation in divestment discloses not only the
consequences of their inaction but the condition of their minds and soul; disillusionment.
Discerning Change to Make Change

Jesus instructed his disciples to stay in Jerusalem in Acts 1. From Jerusalem, they
would be able to discern the displacement, divestment, and disillusionment of God’s
people; they would see the depth of injustice. The misappropriation of humanity’s power
caused dehumanization in Jerusalem, even to Jesus’s lynching. Jesus’s work as a political
revolutionary demanded the humanization of God’s people and care for creation. In

Jerusalem, Jesus’s disciples were to not simply understand what informs injustice or to
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merely observe it through the lens of Jesus’s life, death, burial, and resurrection, but to be
empowered to combat it as Jesus’s disciples.

Jesus elaborated, saying they were to await God’s empowerment to address what
they discerned. This empowerment, like that at creation when God breathed into
humanity God’s breath, God, from Jesus, and as the Holy Spirit would empower these
faithful disciples on the day of Pentecost with power or dynamis. Jesus concluded that
after their dynamic empowerment, they would be deployed as witnesses or martys of the
gospel into dominated, controlled, and oppressed cities. In waiting, these disciples
observed and prayed about how God would use them to make a difference in oppressed
regions as Christ’s legal representatives. As witnesses, they would be Jesus’s legal
representatives in the dominated regions, and they would become the church. In their
discernment of the conditions that warranted change, the church would understand and
embrace its theological, historical, and social power to save dominated regions and
rebuild them as beloved communities through the gospel of Jesus Christ; to implement
change.

Hamilton Park United Methodist Church is the church for the Hamilton Park
Community, as instituted in Acts 1-5. As the church of and for the Hamilton Park
Community, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church has the power of place to begin
making change by theologically framing displacement, divestment, and disillusionment
through critical exegesis of Acts 1-5. As the church, in the tradition of Acts 1-5,
Hamilton Park United Methodist Church further makes change by implementing change,

as templated in Acts 1-5.
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Chapter 6: Acts 1-5 and How to Make Change Happen

“Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter

and to the other apostles, ‘Brothers, what should we do?’ Peter said to

them, ‘Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus

Christ so that your sins may be forgiven, and you will receive the gift of

the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you, for your children, and for all

who are far away, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him.” And

he testified with many other arguments and exhorted them, saying, ‘Save

yourselves from this corrupt generation.” So those who welcomed his

message were baptized, and that day about three thousand persons were
added. They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship,

to the breaking of bread and the prayers.”!

After Jesus’s ascension, the disciples and all others did as they were instructed.
They remained in Jerusalem, discerned the challenges, and when power came at
Pentecost, they were filled, saved, and sanctified to be witnesses. With their
empowerment, Jesus instructed them to go out into the world, into places of corruption.
After the event of their empowerment, Peter began preaching and reaffirmed this
teaching, and they devoted themselves. With Christ’s instruction and Peter’s inspiration,
making change becomes the church’s theological task.

Hamilton Park United Methodist Church, the church for the Hamilton Park
Community, believes its mission is to make transformational change, “to make disciples
of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.” This mission is rooted in its vow “to
resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms they present themselves.” The
church’s mission and vow reflect its theological commitment to make transformational
change. As a historically Black church, it is a church born of struggle and resilience,

familiar with the challenges of marginalized communities; the challenges facing the

Hamilton Park Community are inherent, consistent with the racial terror that constitutes

I Acts 2:37-42 NRSV
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communities like it throughout the nation. When these challenges are framed,
historically, sociologically, and theologically, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church
becomes aware of its theological task as defined in Acts 1-5, the challenges that it must
confront to achieve beloved community, and how to accomplish the theological task.
When Peter and John went to the temple for prayer and were confronted by the
differently abled beggar placed at the gate, Peter addressed the man’s perceived lack.
Acts 1-5 exposes scarcity and how it is combatted throughout the formation of the
church. The differently abled beggar is placed at the temple gate because he, and those
who carried him there, have internalized scarcity. Many churches have been able to
adjust to the theological, sociological and historical frames that impact them individually
and collectively, but grapple with the displacement, divestment and disillusionment faced
by those they serve through the proliferation of individuality, technology, and politics.
Churches are now strained by this complexity and the scarcity of resources. Today, most
churches have active memberships between 60 and 70; some churches are in
communities drastically different than when they started or are non-existent; and few
well-resourced churches exist in marginalized communities or offer services to them.
While these challenges exist, the theological imperative remains transformational change.
Hamilton Park United Methodist Church, even with necessary functions to accomplish its
theological imperative, is challenged by the incredible paradigm of displacement,
divestment, and disillusionment resulting from humanity’s misappropriation of power
that has the oppression of racial groups, the poor, women, and children. The theological
imperative for Hamilton Park and all churches is accomplishable because it is Christ’s

mandate, and Christ will resource the plan.
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After Peter testified to the Sadducees in Acts 4, the Sadducees deliberated and
discussed his ordinary status. Peter is described as uneducated and impoverished; he had
no money to offer the man he healed. With no resources, Peter lived into the theological
imperative and succeeded; the community grew and was successful. Hamilton Park
United Methodist Church and all churches, even with few resources, can accomplish the
theological imperative mandated by Christ, and through the template provided at the
church’s birth. Acts 1-5 provides a template of discipleship, leadership, and partnership
for Hamilton Park United Methodist Church to implement change.

Discipleship that Makes Change

Jesus instructed his disciples to stay in Jerusalem to await the empowerment of
the Holy Spirit to be witnesses, and as witnesses they would be Jesus’s legal
representatives in dominated regions, to save them and rebuild them as beloved
communities through the gospel of Jesus Christ; to make change. After the ascension of
Jesus, women and men, disciples, gathered in the upper room in Jerusalem and devoted
themselves to prayer, an act the writer suggests they were doing constantly. Their
devotion to prayer and spiritual disciplines is a sign of their discipleship, and through
their discipleship, they can save those oppressed in dominated regions. But, they cannot
save others if they are not saved themselves.

Their discipleship exemplifies their salvation, or their revelation of Christ and
acceptance of God’s faithful invitation, by the Holy Spirit, to be in a restored relationship
with God and empowered by the Holy Spirit to be faithful caretakers and conduits for the

possibility of beloved community, or communities of peace, equity, and justice like
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Christ.2 When one says “yes” to God’s graceful invitation by the Holy Spirit to be
incarnational, they have attained salvation.®> Their prudence in the disciplines is what
would be the template for the church’s subsequent growth. And even though they are
already saved, they must sustain their salvation in sanctification, or constant
discipleship.*

Humanity has been led to salvation by the Holy Spirit, through prudence to the
sacraments and fidelity to spiritual disciplines, humanity is sanctified or empowered by
the Holy Spirit. The disciples were saved when they accepted Jesus’s invitation to follow
him.> Their empowerment comes as they “constantly devote” themselves to the
sacraments and spiritual disciplines. On the day of Pentecost, when they are filled with
the power of the Holy Spirit, they become sanctified. They are both saved and sanctified,
and save others through discipleship as expressed in prayer, worship, and the sacraments.
Prayer

In Acts 1, they prayed and received power from the Holy Spirit in Acts 2; in Acts
3, Peter and John go to the temple for a regularly scheduled prayer; and in Acts 4, the
church prayed fervently, and the building shook. Prayer is the discipline that causes the
early church to grow and experience God’s mightiest acts among them. Throughout Acts
1-5, prayer is a regular occurrence, one that builds upon Jesus’s habit of prayer. Prayer as

a discipline was humanizing.

2 James Cone, The Cross and the Lynching Tree (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2011), 156.

3 John Wesley, "The Scripture Way of Salvation," in The Works of John Wesley, ed. Albert C. Outler
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1985), 156.

4 John Wesley identifies this as sanctifying grace that suggests as we mature grace goes with us ["The
Scripture Way of Salvation," in The Works of John Wesley, ed. Albert C. Outler (Nashville, TN: Abingdon
Press, 1985), 164].

5 Karl Rahner, Theological Investigations: Volume IX Writings of 1961-1967, trans. Graham Harrison (New
York, NY: Herder and Herder Inc., 1972), 168.
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On the day of Pentecost, as they were praying, the Holy Spirit descended, and
they began to speak in each other’s tongues. The writer suggests that those tongues
belonged to the diverse groups present; each oppressed group had a voice that was heard.
For the historic Black church, prayer is call-and-response, verbal. Prayer is the most
authentic, original discipline one can commit to for empowerment. The church, as one
body, gives voice to those who have been robbed of speaking. The liberating power of
prayer is what grows the community in faith and community. The agency of prayer
empowered the community.

During the Civil Rights Movement of 1955-1968, led predominantly by clergy,
used their bodies to kneel and pray at the steps of courthouses and state houses, in the
middle of streets and highways, and in parks. Images of clergy leaders, capture the prayer
life of the movement as a powerful, potent force of resistance to dehumanization and took
the spiritual boldness of the Black church to the places weaponized against the oppressed.
These acts mobilized the faithful to challenge powers often supported by white churches
and upheld by what is now known as White Evangelicalism. When Peter and John were
arrested after healing the beggar and preaching in the temple, the church prayed for
boldness. They desired not only to have a voice but to be a powerful force. Prayer was
the medium that brought them together, and from their praying, the church caused the
building to shake. Prayer is what gives the community voice and vibrancy, and causes
institutions formed to diminish human flourishing to falter. Their faith in God, evidenced
in the power they possessed together, gave the church power.

Worship and Proclamation
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Acts 1-5 is imbued with worship and proclamation. As the church in Acts 2, the
saved and sanctified, are gathered praising God. This experience builds upon prayer and
energizes their new community as humanized people. For the historic Black church, the
exhilaration of the worship experience, through singing and shouting, is deeply authentic
to inherent Africanisms. Worship is a celebration of God’s salvific, humanizing work
through Jesus Christ, and the empowerment of the Holy Spirit. The worship experience is
strengthened by the proclamation of the Gospel and continued in study.

The historic Black church is known for the fiery oration and rhetorical creativity
of the Black preacher. In proclamation, the black preacher of the historic Black church
conveys a moral imagination reconveying the liberating power of God, through the
prophets, enfleshed in Christ, and driven by the Holy Spirit. Peter, in Acts 1-5, is the
primary preacher for the church. The apostle’s sermons clarify God’s purposeful
intentions through sacred texts and the revelation of Christ through scripture, experience,
tradition, and reason. With that paradigm, he provides instruction on how best to live as
the church, inspiration for living in a corrupt world, and plans for implementing justice in
their community. Proclamation is then continued beyond worship, as they faithfully study
and live together.

Sacraments

Holy meals (communion) and baptism are present in Acts 1-5 and must be
understood as spiritual disciplines. In Acts 2, the writer discloses that the church broke
bread daily, and in Acts 4, converts are being baptized. For Wesleyan Christians,
communion and baptism are sacraments or means of grace. As means of grace, these are

gifts of God for the sanctification of the church; sustained empowerment. Participating in
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the sacraments, as a means of grace, exemplifies the church’s fidelity to discipleship. The
sacraments, outward signs of an inward grace, were instituted by Jesus for the sustained
empowerment of the body.

Baptism signifies justification. Persons who have accepted God’s faithful
invitation, through Jesus Christ, by the Holy Spirit, who have confessed their sins of
misappropriated empowerment, and seek to live in right relationship with God to build
peaceful and just communities, are washed with, or immersed in water as an “outward
and visible sign.” In this washing, they are washed from their sins and accepted into the
church. It is typically only done once. Communion requires constant participation.

The Lord’s Supper, Holy Communion, or the Eucharist are all terms synonymous
with communion, partaking of the bread and cup symbolizing Christ’s bodily offering for
humanity. Before his crucifixion, Jesus supped with his disciples with bread symbolizing
his body and wine symbolizing his blood and commanded them to continue this act from
that time until he comes again. As Christ’s offering, communion saves sinners and
sanctifies the saved. In communion, the church is renewed by its recommitment to
sustained communion with God. Those who regularly commit themselves are empowered
constantly by the Holy Spirit to embody Christ. The Holy Spirit empowers the church to
continue working out its discipleship.

Hamilton Park Making Change with Discipleship

After instability in the pastorate, and church decline, Reverend Dr. Henry L.
Masters, Sr. was appointed as the fifth senior pastor to Hamilton Park United Methodist
Church in 1978. Just as Reverend Masters was establishing his leadership, the

community’s corporate neighbor, Texas Instruments, sent financiers into the community
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to attempt to buy homes for their campus expansion in 1980. The community was
beginning to experience divestment, and while the church was attempting to re-establish
itself from diminished capacity. Reverend Dr. Richard Wilke, a United Methodist pastor
in Kansas, faced a similar situation until he launched Disciple Bible Study.®

Reverend Wilke noticed that the community he served was suffering from
isolation, depression, and a lack of motivation, causing divestment from communities.
There were fewer disciples available for transformative change. He committed to prayer
and fasting, and with his wife, Julia, Reverend Wilke developed Disciple Bible Study, a
multi-week bible study intensive. The study required a leader to gather a dozen people to
covenant together and journey through the bible in a multi-week study, meeting several
times a year through different phases. Leaders could gather people in their homes, in
rooms at the church, and were encouraged to provide meals. The lessons also included a
framework for implementing their growing discipleship into their communities. The
response was overwhelming, the groups of his church swelled, and groups began serving
in the church’s community. The church began to inspire transformative change because
of its faithful discipleship. Soon, Reverend Wilke and Julia would be encouraged to
expand the bible study for other churches to implement.

The mass distribution plan for local implementation included VHS, cassette, and
printed resources, but required a friendly face and captivating voice to complement the
plan. Reverend Wilke recruited his friend, Reverend Dr. Zan Wesley Holmes, Jr.,

Hamilton Park’s second pastor, to be the voice of the series. When the series launched,

 Todd Seifert, “Bishop Richard Wilke, Creator of Disciple Bible Study, Dies Easter Morning,” Great
Plains United Methodists, https://www.greatplainsumc.org/newsdetail/bishop-richard-wilke-creator-of-
disciple-bible-study-dies-easter-morning-19049098, accessed on February 1, 2026.
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Reverend Masters implemented the study at Hamilton Park, and the response was
resounding. Because of the community engagement challenge of the series, the church
launched the community’s first Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts troops, members began
running for public office, the food pantry and clothing closet ministries were launched,
and the church adopted the school as its missional partner. The church soon could not
tolerate the growth. Following the launch of the studies, the church grew from 200 to
nearly 1,600 by 1990. During the studies, the church expanded its sanctuary and
purchased additional land adjoining its property to build a 1,500-seat sanctuary and
multi-purpose facilities to expand its community outreach. Discipleship transformed the
church and the community.

Disciple Bible Study would be implemented in 10,000 churches and graduate
3,000,000 people, including members of Hamilton Park United Methodist Church.”
Discipleship, as outlined in Acts 1-5, is the most important aspect of the church’s work in
making change. Through fervent prayer, meaningful worship, faithful examination of the
scriptures, and constancy with the sacraments, the church’s discipleship is deepened, and
disciples are deployed into the communities to make change. For Hamilton Park United
Methodist Church to make change, it must understand change as its theological task and
soteriological objective through the invitation of the Holy Spirit.

Leadership that Makes Change Happen
To be a disciple is to be a follower, and to be a follower, one must have a leader.

Discipleship is the faithful adherence of the follower to the leader; Jesus is the leader.

7 The Richard and Julia Wilke Institute for Discipleship, “History,”
https://institutefordiscipleship.org/about/history/, accessed on February 1, 2026.
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When Jesus was preparing to ascend, he spent time with the disciples and commissioned
them to be his witnesses. The power of the resurrection would not be his bodily
resurrection alone; it would be the perpetuation of his ministry through deployed
disciples who would lead. He invited them to be incarnational.

Jesus’s life exemplifies the kind of leadership God expects the church to provide
to make change happen in communities.® His life shows humanity how to be in
relationship within creation as he liberates the oppressed of humanity from the evil
wrought by misappropriated empowerment. Throughout Jesus’s life, he restores
relationships by bringing displaced people back together and commissioning
marginalized people to follow him. He challenged divestment in communities; he flipped
the tables where divestment occurred to refund the people. His life was meant for people
to live peacefully, productively, and abundantly in relationship.” His leadership brought
about his death, a manifestation of human evil.!? Yet, Jesus conquered human evil in his
resurrection. Every aspect of Jesus, his life, death, and resurrection, must be accepted,
proclaimed, and replicated for the salvation of the world and making change happen.
Witnesses of Jesus are, therefore, leaders in their communities who humanize and
strategize the gospel.

Humanizing Leadership in Acts 1-5

Central to the ministry of The United Methodist Church is the affirmation of the
ministry of all believers. As the church, the empowered of God, through Christ, to save or

make transformational change, the church itself is a leader. From Acts 2 through Acts 5,

8 Delores Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993), 166.
° Ibid., 167.
19 Tbid., 166.
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Peter is the normative voice of the church, but his sermons are not to be the voice of the
church. Peter’s leadership in the church is to equip the church and mobilize the church to
be an effective leader. The church is the reflection of Christ, and those who constitute it
have been humanized.

Humanizing leadership reflects Christ as an oppressed human himself. Jesus is a
Palestinian Jew who was born in a marginalized community under Roman occupational
authority. He was born to a young, racially otherized mother with no means, and in his
adulthood, he was unsheltered. Throughout his ministry, he challenged the institutions,
theologies, and laws that caused injustice and inhumanity. These institutions, theologies,
and laws enshrined marginalization born of displacement, divestment, and
disillusionment. Christ’s ministry was energetic and dynamic, a kinetic ministry that
celebrated, dignified, and humanized marginalized people. After Jesus died, resurrected,
and ascended, those he humanized were commissioned to continue his energetic ministry
of humanization as the church. As the church, commissioned by Christ, to be witnesses or
legal representatives who inspire transformational change, the church joyfully humanizes
the bodies, capabilities, and voices of displaced, divested, and disillusioned people as
holy. Through humanizing leadership, the church became a diverse and dynamic
community that changed the world. Churches, as commissioned by Christ and realized in
the book of Acts, must offer that same energizing, humanizing leadership to make change
a reality in their communities.

Since 2020, the Hamilton Park Community has lost one-third of its homes
through divestment, a majority of which are owned by a developer living in another state.

Some of the privately-owned homes are leased by the state for formerly incarcerated
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people to transition back into society. Hamilton Park is also home to a large migrant
community. In 2024, soon after the second inauguration of Donald J. Trump, the
community experienced federal occupation as the Immigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE) agents began swarming the area to hunt for undocumented migrants. Additionally,
the police department began canvassing the area to enforce the code of poverty. Hamilton
Park is an occupied territory that further criminalizes restored citizens, migrants, and the
poor. This enforcement is dehumanizing, and Hamilton Park United Methodist Church is
still in the community.

In 2024, the church noticed that many of its members walked from homes in the
community or utilized public transportation to attend church. First, a group of formerly
incarcerated people walked to church to attend a worship service. When they entered the
building from the street, they were embraced and welcomed. Similarly, a migrant family
in the community walked to church, and they were embraced and welcomed. Then, a
young mother with several children arrived at the church walked with her family from the
nearby train station. All these people joined the church that year because of the
hospitality they experienced. When they were gathered for new member orientation, they
were asked why they joined. Resoundingly, they responded that they felt seen, heard, and
valued. A new member joined because she felt safe and valued after serving her time in
prison; someone helped her find a sustainable, dignifying job. Then another joined
because he appreciated the church’s food-distribution model. When he needed food, he
was welcomed, invited into the building, and allowed to shop for his food as he would in
a grocery store; it did not make him feel impoverished. As new members, they lead new

ministries for otherwise forgotten people through justice, advocacy, and service.

96



Humanizing leadership energizes the oppressed into leading themselves. Through
humanizing leadership, churches in the tradition of Acts, meaningfully honor the bodies,
capabilities, and voices of the oppressed and honor them as the church. Humanization,
itself, is a strategy. When otherwise marginalized people are gathered, humanized, they
develop strategies for sustaining and growing the church. The growth of the church in
Acts is realized and sustained only because of strategic leadership.

Strategizing I eadership in Acts 2 and 4

Leadership requires a strategy. As the church, the leader for making change, the
strategy is found in the dynamism of the church in Acts 2 and Acts 4. In Acts 1, Jesus
instructed the believers to wait in Jerusalem in anticipation of the power to be witnesses.
Together, at Pentecost, they would not simply become witnesses, but they would become
the church, a strategic leader in making change in communities. When the church is born,
the writer describes the dynamic among them that is causing the church to grow:

“All who believed were together and had all things in common; they

would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds[j] to

all, as any had need.”!!

When Peter preached about Jesus to the Sadducees in Acts 4, the church prayed
for boldness. Their fervent prayers caused the building they were in to shake. Then,
again, the writer repeats the dynamic of the church:

“Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul,

and no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything

they owned was held in common. With great power, the apostles gave

their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was
upon them all. There was not a needy person among them, for as many as

1 Acts 2:44-45 NRSV
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owned lands or houses sold them and brought the proceeds of what was

sold. They laid it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to each as

any had need”!?

The writer’s repetition discloses the importance of the strategy. When Ananias
and Sapphira died in Acts 5, their deaths demonstrate what lack of participation in the
strategy can do to the church and the possibility of making change. The repetition of the
importance of common gathering, devotion to spiritual formation, commitment to
fellowship, and the exchange of goods is the writer’s admonition to the reader to take
seriously the strategy to combat death, defined as displacement, divestment, and
disillusionment. With this admonition, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church and
churches like it in the tradition of the church of Acts must be strategic leaders who
implement strategies of re-orientation, organization, and operation.

The church’s re-orientation is its commitment to spiritual formation and
reaffirmation of its vows. Since 2024, the church has begun its year with an annual
leadership retreat. The retreat begins with the distribution of the church’s leadership
roster and an impact report. Measuring impact helps the church to determine how well it
impacted the church and community through discipleship, fellowship, and leadership.
The day is completed with a service of baptismal remembrance. This liturgy reaffirms the
baptismal vows and keeps the church grounded in its ministry of resisting evil and
building beloved community.

The church’s organization helps the church clarify its work and allocate the right
resources to the ministries that sustain it and support its work in the community. In 2024,

the church raised $818,000, ending the year with a $92,000 deficit. After reorganizing

12 Acts 4:32-35 NRSV
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and reorienting the church to its purposeful intentions in 2025, it surpassed its $900,000
budget. The church hosted major events, reallocated dollars to critical ministries, and
communicated its needs, providing the resources needed to make meaningful change.
With the resources earned, the church was able to provide thirty scholarships to youth of
the church and the community, invest in community objectives that supported senior
adults, children, and the homeless, and provide sustainable housing. Utilizing an
organizational strategy, the church can steward resources that bring substantive change in
the community.

The church, described in Acts 2 and 4, is vibrant and moving; it is operational.
Fidelity to spiritual development, the exchange of goods, and the joy of fellowship
constitute the operational strategy of the early church. The operational strategy of the
church was to keep the people that comprised it engaged in its spiritual offerings and
fellowship, to resource it with their goods in resistance to the domination they lived under
and propel its growth throughout the world. Hamilton Park United Methodist Church
must operate its ministry by filling the church’s house with people and programming,
providing available space to the community, and establishing a presence in the
community. The church maintains a 60,000-square-foot, 1,500-seat sanctuary,
educational and multipurpose facility; its presence in the community is undeniable.

Although the church’s environmental, theological, and historical footprint is large,
its operational leadership was nearly non-existent in 2023. Except for the daycare, the
church only operated in the community for less than 25% of the year. This operational
discovery suggests the church provided programming almost exclusively to its members.

With this, the church reoriented and organized itself to reflect the theological imperative
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Jesus mandated in Acts 1. At the end of 2024, the impact report revealed that the church’s
new operational strategy been present in the community nearly the entire year. The
church’s operational-strategic leadership legitimizes its presence in the community and
reflects a deep commitment to the theological imperative of making change. The church’s
operational strategy, through its strategic leadership, keeps the church faithful to its
spiritual formation, prudent in resourcing good, and maintaining awareness of what is
happening in displaced, divested, and disillusioned communities.

If the church does not have a strategy, the church is not serious about Jesus and
the theological imperative he mandated to offer salvation. The lack of strategy suggests
that the church itself is suffering from the conditions it is mandated to combat and is
incapable of leading. It has been disoriented by displacement, disrupted by divestment,
and disillusioned into apathy or resentment. If the church is not strategizing, the
community is vulnerable to further displacement, divestment, and disillusionment. The
church must be strategic and connectional. Through strategic leadership, the church
engages in and actualizes its strategies.

Partnerships and Models that Make Change

Jesus, the template and originator of the theological imperative to make change,
identified and gathered disciples. These disciples, largely ordinary, were uncommon,
unconventional, and untrained, and would be prepared to continue Jesus’s movement.
Ultimately, Jesus is charged as a political traitor and lynched. His death rattled his
followers, and then he was resurrected. After his resurrection, he appeared to his disciples
to further prepare them to make change happen before his ascension. Then Jesus

ascended, and the Holy Spirit descended on those gathered. At that moment, the group
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became the church and effectively began challenging the displacement, divestment, and
disillusionment that Rome caused.

The church, microscopically, is comprised of diverse people who come together
to constitute it. The church is largely diverse, including the affluent and the
impoverished. As diverse individuals, when they come together to form the church, the
communities that were under the domination of Rome cease to exist, or Rome’s
domination of their minds and agency ceases to exist. These diverse individuals come
together to form the church, bringing with them their differences in ability, pedigree,
financial status, and culture, and together they hold all things in common and pool their
resources to change the lives of others. Through their partnerships, the church grew
exponentially and began to spread throughout the world. To accomplish the theological
imperative, churches must establish partnerships.

In consideration of Rome’s divestment, Acts 2 and 4 bifurcate abundance and
scarcity. Largely impoverished, these witnesses of Jesus bond together to constitute the
church. The church is organized without a building, but it is a living, breathing institution
that requires resources. Without reservation, they gather their goods among themselves
and create a new economy of cooperation by selling their goods and constituting a
treasury to meet their own needs. The writer, in both chapters 2 and 4, reminds the reader
that they lacked nothing, completely dispelling scarcity. Their impoverished status does
not define them, and Rome’s divestment does not deter them; they made substantial
change through their partnership. Partnership must begin by understanding that every
individual or institution has resources available to accomplish the theological imperative

of Christ, mandated to the church to make change. In humanity, and these oppressed
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people, Jesus needed partners to begin this work that must be accomplished in every
generation. Since the birth of the church, churches have established partnerships that
continue Jesus’s ministry and accomplish the theological imperative, none more
impressive than the East Brooklyn Churches, Nehemiah Housing Development
Company, and the Abyssinian Development Corporation in New York City.

Nehemiah Housing Development Fund Company, Inc.

For over a decade, between 1970 and 1982, Brooklyn was effectively divested.
East Brooklyn was demographically a majority non-white community and financially
impoverished, and thousands were living in poverty. The New York City borough was a
wasteland of violence, empty lots, drugs, and dilapidated buildings, and described by one
of the community’s pastors, Reverend Johnny Ray Y oungblood, as a graveyard.'? In this
way, divestment not only caused poverty, but it also meant death. Divestment could not
be the defined reality of East Brooklyn if the church were present.

The church in Acts is a living, breathing entity comprised of diverse people. As a
living entity, the church’s theological imperative is life. East Brooklyn, as a graveyard,
was not alive, and the church needed to make life happen. Reverend Youngblood, the
senior pastor of St. Paul Community Baptist Church, and other clergy began discussing
how they could address the divestment of New York City that limited human thriving.
Their partnership became the East Brooklyn Churches (EBC). They grounded their

partnership and shared vision for life in East Brooklyn in the book of Nehemiah, the

13 Nadia N. Mian, 4ffordable Housing in New York: The People, Places, and Policies that Transformed a
City, ed. Nicholas Daglen Bloom and Matthew Gordon Lasner (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2016), 264.
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prophet Nehemiah, to engage the people in the work of rebuilding. EBC solicited the
community to define what the wastelands should be, and with the support of the
Industrial Areas Foundation, East Brooklyn residents and EBC launched the Nehemiah
Houses of the Nehemiah Housing Development Fund Corporation (Nehemiah HDFC).
For Nehemiah Houses to be a reality, EBC and its partners began brokering deals
with the City of New York to sell undeveloped properties at low costs. Through
partnership and applied political pressure, EBC was able to purchase the divested
properties to build the Nehemiah Homes. EBC was also able to raise critical capital to
subsidize the properties and utilize its non-profit status to offer the homes at affordable
rates with little to no interest. To further protect the community from future divestment or
development, Nehemiah Homes required interested buyers to enter a lottery for their
home. When a homeowner was selected, they were required to attend financial planning,
maintain a homeowners association membership, and covenant to a long-term
commitment to stay in the home. In 1982, Nehemiah Homes opened 1,100 homes and has
since evolved to house 5,300 families. Today, they still require the same commitments
and have turned what was once considered a graveyard into an oasis of human thriving.

The Abyssinian Development Corporation, Inc.

Like its neighbor in Brooklyn, Abyssinian Baptist Church faced a similar
challenge in Harlem. The Abyssinian Baptist Church was founded in 1808 after
Ethiopian seamen and free Blacks were forced to sit in segregated seating in New York’s
First Baptist Church in Manhattan, now Central Baptist Church. From 1808 to 1920,
Abyssinian experienced sustained growth, becoming one of the earliest megachurches of

the twentieth century upon the arrival of Reverend Dr. Adam Clayton Powell, Sr. in
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1908. With Reverend Powell at the head, the church experienced its most intensive
season of growth and required a new building. In 1920, Abyssinian purchased the lots it
currently occupies in Harlem. Completed in 1923, Abyssinian moved into its current
sanctuary and has shepherded Harlem for over a century.

In 1920, when Abyssinian purchased its lot, Harlem was in its earliest years of an
explosive cultural movement defining Black culture and arts, known as the Harlem
Renaissance, and Abyssinian would place itself at the center of it all. The Harlem
Renaissance began in the 1910s and lasted through the 1930s. The cultural movement
popularized Black arts, defining Black cultural expression throughout the world with
music, literature, ideas, and visual arts. The cultural significance of Harlem informed the
Great Migration, making Harlem one of the largest Black communities in the nation.
Harlem became home to the likes of James Baldwin, Duke Ellington, Langston Hughes,
Zora Neale Hurston, and Augusta Savage. Harlem was home to premier Black
entertainment like the Cotton Club and the Apollo Theater. Harlem was undeniably Black
and became the mecca of Black cultural expression and political power, a political power
cultivated by Abyssinian.

Through Abyssinian, Harlem became a political center that transformed the
world. As the Holocaust began, Dietrich Bonhoeffer would attend worship and study at
Abyssinian. The articulation of Christ, as preached by Reverend Powell, Sr., would
inspire him to combat injustice in Germany and the world. He would be killed in 1945 for
his social gospel. In 1945, Reverend Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., then the church’s senior
pastor, was elected to Congress as Harlem’s representative from 1945 to 1972. He

produced the most legislation of any Black elected congressperson. The political
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formidability and alliance of Abyssinian transformed the world, and when Harlem was
divested, Abyssinian would be ready to combat it.

In the 1980s, just as in East Brooklyn, Harlem was being divested. But, because
of its social impact, historical significance, and proximity to Manhattan, divestment
meant erasure by gentrification. In 1985, Reverend Dr. Calvin O. Butts III, the associate
pastor and chief operating officer of the church, noticed the blight. Reverend Butts
discovered that of the church’s neighbors, all had the adjoining properties on had been
vacated through divestment, and only 40% of the buildings were occupied. The vacated
properties were then neglected and ultimately became wastelands for drugs, violence, and
other crimes. These conditions of divestment made them conducive environments for
governmental control. If those properties were taken through eminent domain, the city
would benefit from the sale of those properties and effectively silence the voices of
Harlem residents in the redevelopment of the land. Abyssinian, with Reverend Butts’s
encouragement and leadership, gathered members, former members, and its political
partners to create the Abyssinian Development Corporation (ADC) in 1987.14

Reverend Butts and ADC would eventually pool their resources, leverage their
political influence, and begin purchasing those properties for affordable housing,
community development, educational resources, and the institutionalization of Harlem’s
history. In the early 1990s, they began the rehabilitation process for the buildings they
purchased. Coupled with that process, this phase also included community training,

helping first-time or interested homeowners with resources to attain affordable housing.

14 Brian Goldstein, Affordable Housing in New York: The People, Places, and Policies that Transformed a
City, ed. Nicholas Daglen Bloom and Matthew Gordon Lasner (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2016), 264.
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By the mid-1990s, they opened their newly remodeled facilities for senior independent
living, affordable housing, and social services. Through their social services, as the AIDS
epidemic was still affecting millions of people, especially in Harlem, ADC offered social
services to AIDS victims and their families. Through their partnership, ADC has
transformed and preserved the dignity of Harlem for generations to come, even as other
parts of Harlem have been gentrified.

The Nehemiah Housing Development Fund Company, Inc., and the Abyssinian
Development Corporation exemplify the partnership needed to combat displacement,
divestment, and disillusionment. They are the clearest expression of the church’s
partnership as captured in Acts 1-5 and have been the model for other churches to
continue the work of Acts 1-5. Their model would inspire other historic Black churches
to transform their communities, such as the West Angeles Church of God in Christ’s
West Angeles Community Development Corporation, preserving and transforming the
historically Black West Los Angeles area; Greater Allen Cathedral African Methodist
Episcopal Church’s Greater Allen Development Corporation, preserving and developing
Queens, New York; and Windsor Village United Methodist Church’s Kingdom Builders
developments in Houston, Texas. These models serve as expressions that Hamilton Park
United Methodist Church must replicate to effectively transform the Hamilton Park
Community as the church for the community.

Hamilton Park United Methodist Church and Partnerships that Make Change

In February 2024, the newly appointed senior pastor of Hamilton Park United
Methodist Church was invited to a conversation about community impact and the

historical preservation of the Hamilton Park Community at Texas Instruments (TT).
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Present at the meeting was TI’s Vice President of Community Development, the
President and CEO of the Salome Foundation, a Hamilton Park Community; the
foundation’s founder is also the President of the Hamilton Park Civic League, the Vice
President of the United Way of Metropolitan Dallas, and the senior pastor of Hamilton
Park. The conversation began with TI’s acknowledgement and apology for its racial past
in Hamilton Park. Gathered, TT asked the community leaders how they could be better
partners, and the community leaders requested their help in preserving the dignity,
existence, and history of Hamilton Park.

From February 2024 until October 2024, the collective utilized the resources of TI
and the United Way to solicit a community-trusted leader in Dallas committed to
diversity, equity, inclusion, and peace to guide the project through advocacy,
consultancy, and connections. The collective received Dr. Froswa’ Booker-Drew and
Soulstice Consultancy to be that coach. Dr. Booker-Drew, a formidable scholar and
master connector, was formerly the Vice President of Community Affairs with the State
Fair of Texas. The State Fair had been beleaguered by its racial past, and through her
leadership, she restored the community’s trust in the fair’s relationship with the
historically underserved and Black South Dallas. She was now helping organizations
build their capacities and commitments. Through Soulstice, the collective received an
asset map which identified interests, individuals, and entities within a five-mile radius of
the community for the collective to utilize in building new relationships. Tethered with
this phase, and with the collective’s help, Soulstice gave voice to the neighborhood.

Throughout the asset mapping phase, Soulstice utilized the collective to identify

original homeowners, current residents, community leaders, and church leaders to
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exhume the stories of the neighborhood. Through written and oral research, Soulstice
began capturing recorded footage of original homeowners, community leaders, and
church officials to produce a documentary. On June 19, 2025, Soulstice Consultancy
premiered “Hamilton Park: The Way.” The documentary humanized the displaced,
divested, and disillusioned of the community and was then featured in the Denton Black
Film Festival. Soulstice Consultancy and the collective humanized the displaced,
divested, and disillusioned, and with the documentary, began strategizing the
preservation of the community by enhancing the individual work of the entities that
comprised it. For enduring partnerships, as captured in the documentary, Hamilton Park
United Methodist Church emerged as the most capable entity to safeguard the collective

and begin making formidable change in the neighborhood.

Chapter 7: Hamilton Park United Methodist Church and
Making Change Happen

Hamilton Park United Methodist Church is a historically Black church, a church
in the tradition of Acts 1-5, and the only church located in the Hamilton Park Community
of Dallas, Texas. The Hamilton Park Community, founded in 1954 as a planned
community for Black people following racial violence throughout the city, was once a
utopia of racial peace and progress. However, it is now a place threatened by the racial
terror that caused its existence. The Hamilton Park Community is now a place of
displacement, divestment, and disillusionment. As a historically Black church, a church

in the tradition of Acts 1-5, and the only church in the community, Hamilton Park United
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Methodist Church is the most powerful place to make transformative change happen in
the community.

The church’s place and power are of theological, historical, and social
significance. Through the church’s discipleship, leadership, and partnerships,
transformation will occur. However, for that transformation to occur, Hamilton Park
United Methodist Church must identify goals to implement to strengthen the church and
safeguard the community in perpetuity. Through creative discipleship, intentional
leadership, and meaningful partnerships, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church has
developed plans that must be implemented for sustainability and safety.

Next Steps in Discipleship

Hamilton Park United Methodist Church is the most significant force in the
community. The church has an approximate membership of 700, operates with an annual
budget of over $1,000,000, and maintains a 60,000-square-foot facility. With its
theological, historical, and social significance, the church must enhance and strengthen its
discipleship just as it did when it grew exponentially; this is its most important and
authentic task to combat displacement, divestment, and disillusionment. The church must
begin normalizing its vision with its congregants and the community. As a church in the
tradition of Acts 1-5, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church must re-familiarize itself
with that tradition and re-establish its salvific vision for its members and the community.
The church must proclaim its allegiance to Christ and articulate its discontentment with
the displacement, divestment, and disillusionment of the Hamilton Park Community.

Sacramentally, the church must consider spiritual formation as a continuation of

sanctification and encourage fidelity to small groups. The church has implemented a
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discipleship pathway model that moves visitors to members, and members to active
disciples. To complement this plan, the church surveyed members, visitors, and
connected community partners to gather ideas for new ministries and small groups based
on their current needs and interests. The data gathered from over one hundred members,
visitors, and neighbors offered insights into small groups for young professional men, a
monthly power lunch for neighboring small business owners and entrepreneurs, a
caregiver’s support group, and grief support. The sacraments express our interrelatedness
to each other, the divine, and the entirety of creation. Together, through the sacraments,
Hamilton Park will understand how displacement, divestment, and disillusionment,
further separate the church from its theological task, the church from its neighbors, and
the community from each other. The sacraments, elements of the earth, suggest to the
church and its neighbors, that it will not tolerate the dissolution that comes of
displacement, divestment, and disillusionment. Just as it was in the creation narratives of
Genesis, so it is in Acts, and so it will be as a church, the church’s fidelity to beloved
community as a divine expression of whole community.

The church’s worship and proclamation must grow to include technology, social
media, and innovation. In 2024, the church launched a social media and design team that
helped reframe, restructure, and revitalize the church’s social media and web presence
more interactive and reflective of the church’s intergenerational demographic. Through
technology, the church has been able to increase its worship community from 200 to 400
weekly, with over one quarter online. With the help of social media, the average age of

the worship community has decreased due to an influx of families with young children.
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In 2025, the church began a design plan to modernize the sanctuary, the youth multi-
purpose, and the chapel to further its technological reach.

In 2025, the church officially commissioned the Hamilton Park Endowment
Committee to establish the Hamilton Park United Methodist Church Endowment Fund
with Texas Methodist Foundation, Inc., to be launched in 2026. The endowment fund
will enable members to leave lifetime, maturing gifts to the church to preserve and
perpetually sustain the church’s discipleship. To aid the endowment fund, the
Endowment Committee will renovate the church’s courtyard to include a columbarium
where members may inter their cremains or those of their loved ones; the proceeds of the
stalls will benefit the endowment. The interest on the endowment will be used to offset
operational costs, fund scholarships, and sustain the church’s discipleship for generations
to come.

Discipleship through study, sacraments, and worship, help will help Hamilton
Park United Methodist Church further understand its theological task. The commitment
to constant spiritual formation is the church’s primary task and an affirmation of
sanctification that leads to perfection. Perfection, as United Methodists understand it, is
being wholly in love with God and neighbor. A fidelity to learning deeply the
connections of the church historically, socially, and theologically to its theological task,
and unlearning the ways it might perpetuate displacement, divestment, and
disillusionment allows for the church to not only fully embrace its place in the
community but helps to move the community onward toward wholeness and human
thriving. The community’s belovedness is divinely connected to how God creates, and

Hamilton Park United Methodist Church can be the medium that repairs the dissolution
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wrought by displacement, divestment, and disillusionment toward the blessed vision of
God at creation.
Next Steps in Leadership

Hamilton Park United Methodist Church is a church filled with leaders, ranging
from elected office to mechanical engineering, from homemaking to administrative
assistance. The careers of many of its members have been cultivated and inspired within
the church. In 2025, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church received a grant for
preparing leaders to become faithful partners in the community. Those resources helped
the church launch two programs for community leadership development, Neighbor-2-
Neighbor (N2N) and the Rev. Dr. Herbert L. Griffin, Jr. Ministry Development Program
(The Griffin Program).

The N2N Program incubates leaders of the church and community in a year-long
program that empowers leaders to walk alongside community members to develop plans
and strategies for meaningful community. The essentiality of N2N is to strengthen bonds
throughout the entire Hamilton Park Community by expanding and deepening
relationships with the church and community neighbors. N2N includes program
development, political engagement, leadership development, project resourcing, and
community engagement. It is the church’s way of cultivating leadership that will impact
ministry and community.

The Griffin Program identifies seminarians from neighboring institutions or
budding seminarians from The United Methodist Church’s historically Black colleges
and universities house them as fellows or interns to explore their callings, strengthen their

gifts, and equip them with ministry experiences for the future of historically Black
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churches. Griffin Fellows may be seminarians or interested ministers who will journey
through ministry exploration that helps to clarify the nature of their calls in the United
Methodist Church through study, ministry practice, and theological formation; they are
employed during the seminary school year. Griffin Interns are summer interns who will
spend their summers with the church’s leadership to explore their callings, visit
seminaries, test their ministry abilities, attend learning conferences, and be exposed to the
leadership of some of Dallas’s most prominent pastors and leaders.

Hamilton Park United Methodist Church’s Leadership development programs
seek to transform the community. The church’s leadership development programs will
strengthen its mission by deploying new leaders and equipping community leaders with
the tools necessary to become more effective advocates. The legacy of Hamilton Park
United Methodist Church’s leadership is ontological, beginning with Reverends 1. B.
Loud and Zan W. Holmes, Jr. Their work fostered leaders who have impacted the city,
state, and nation, from the pulpit to the pews, from the pews to the people of the
community, leaders have been cultivated in the church, and these leaders have combatted
displacement, divestment, and disillusionment. As the United States furthers the
dissolution of communities, people, and programs through the shuttering of the
Department of Education, the ending of federal diversity, equity, and inclusion policies,
the dismantling of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and the
Fair Housing Act of 1968; and the proliferation of war, Hamilton Park United Methodist
Church must enhance its leadership formation to equip and engage new leaders who will
live into the theological task of beloved community.

Next Steps in Partnerships
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Launched in 1963, the Hamilton Park United Methodist Church Learning Center,
Inc. (The Learning Center) is Hamilton Park United Methodist Church’s longest-standing
partner. The Learning Center began as a ministry known as the Daycare Center originally
housed in the church’s educational building (now the administrative building). Today, the
Learning Center is housed in the church’s Christian Life Center (CLC). The Learning
Center became an incorporated not-for-profit organization in the 1990s. After several
years, The Learning Center has low enrollment and staffing, and the CLC’s facilities
require repair.

The Hamilton Park Community is in a childcare desert, and the community’s
corporate neighbors, Medical City Dallas and Texas Instruments, do not have official
daycare centers on their properties. Through the church’s other partners, the church must
leverage its relationships to meet the childcare challenges in the Hamilton Park
Community. Through partnerships, the church can help The Learning Center by
renovating and modernizing the facilities for safety and innovative learning, increasing its
staff capacity, and expanding educational and social outreach to reintroduce after-school
care and launch summer camps. Additionally, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church
must utilize its partnerships to establish the Hamilton Park Community Development
Corporation.

Hamilton Park United Methodist Church, just like Abyssinian, is the only church
in the neighborhood with the capacity in financial and human resources. As a United

Methodist congregation, the church’s land is in a trust clause with the United Methodist
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Church, which is nearly 90% white.! If the church ceases to exist, the land and property
do not return to exclusively Black entities. As such, there is no exclusively Black
landowner in the Hamilton Park Community. Hamilton Park United Methodist Church
must gather its leading members, community partners, and corporate donors to secure the
preservation of the land, the humanization of the people, and the transformation of the
community. To accomplish this task, Hamilton Park United Methodist Church must raise
the capital necessary to establish the corporation and purchase available homes
throughout the community. In tandem with this plan, the corporation must normalize its
plans with significant stakeholders, leaders, and residents living in the community. After
the stakeholders, leaders, and residents gather, they must design what the homes and
community should look like moving forward and establish the safety measures to ensure
the ongoing humanization and preservation of the Hamilton Park Community.

The Hamilton Park Community is the result of community partnership.
Partnership is the divine paradigm for the cultivation and curation of Eden, and it is the
paradigm necessary for the creation of the church in Acts. Hamilton Park United
Methodist Church’s partnerships denominationally, socially, educationally, and
politically will be what is needed to combat the deleterious paradigm of displacement,
divestment, and disillusionment. Just as described in the scriptures, these partnerships are
the resistance needed to discontinue paradigms that dissolve human potential and

privatize resources. The vitality of partnerships will result in the vitality of the Hamilton

! Amanda Mountain, “Analysis of Race/Ethnicity of United Methodist Clergy,” General Commission on
the Status and Role of Women, accessed on February 20, 2026,
https://www.resourceumc.org/en/partners/gcsrw/home/content/analysis-of-raceethnicity-of-united-
methodist-clergy.
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Park Community. As a church with partnerships within and outside of the church,
Hamilton Park United Methodist Church can live into its theological task and, with God’s
power through the Holy Spirit, build beloved community that dispels and repel the
dissolutive tendencies of displacement, divestment, and disillusionment surrounding the
community and within it today.
Conclusion

Hamilton Park United Methodist Church, as a historically Black church, in the
tradition of Acts 1-5, the only church in the Hamilton Park Community, has the
theological, historical, and social power of place for the transformation of the Hamilton
Park Community. Through discipleship, leadership, and partnerships, the church can
combat the displacement, divestment, and disillusionment that are inherent to the
community’s formation because of Dallas’s sinful, racially violent past. Hamilton Park
United Methodist Church, the church for Hamilton Park, will make change happen by
creating a new Eden, a community aware of injustice, energy to combat it, and an
ecosystem of interdependence ready to create a redeemed land of hope, possibility, and

belonging.
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