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Open Letter to:
Friends of Central City Lutheran Mission

Two ways to develop a neighborhood ministry.
1)  Hold a “posada” – traditional pre-Christmas Mexican spiritual gathering – for immigrants and their families with ecumenical leadership involved.  Growing out of the work of neighborhood projects, people would gather, sing, be fed and be strengthened for their journeys in education, health care, family development, spiritual development and preparation for a Christmas that was not based in “things” but in community building.  The journey of Mary and Joseph becomes their journey in a foreign land.
2) Have white people from white Lutheran church located in one of America’s wealthiest white cities drive into a poor neighborhood with clean white underwear, socks and t-shirts to give to the homeless men living in the sanctuary as the white people serve cookies, sing their Christmas carols and leave feeling fulfilled because “they” have “done something” this “Christmas season.”
When I resigned from Central City Lutheran Mission as its Executive Director on December 14, 2009, I predicted that concepts for neighborhood ministry clearly outlined in the above two options were at play.  It was made clear this is not a personality struggle, but a battle of theological and ecclesial ideas for the development of cultural competency and spiritual insertion in a poor neighborhood of Mexican immigrants.  
At the time of my resignation I predicted that the insidious racism of the Pacifica Synod and liberal thinking of the ELCA, of which it is a member, would stand in direct opposition to the hard work that so many of us put in for 13 years to develop a neighborhood ministry rich in ecumenical relationships and spiritual diversity.  I predicted that a vindictive and narrow-minded bishop’s office, a Board of Directors not representative of the people and a newly emerging set of volunteers seeking to see themselves look good would divert the direction of CCLM and virtually destroy its integrity.
Since then much pain and suffering have been inflicted on the Mexican residents, volunteers and staff located around Central City Lutheran Mission by an insensitive and racist leadership.  Neighborhood leaders have been evicted.  Experienced staff who designed and created projects have been fired.  A core of “yes men/women” have become tokens for racist diversity behind which the efforts of the ELCA and Pacifica Synod now operate.
Enlightened Lutheran clergy – including two assistants to the Bishop - and Lutheran lay leaders distanced themselves from the negativity and lack of transparency in the bishop’s plan.  One Lutheran pastor left a CCLM Board meeting with the bishop present in disgust when it was clear what the bishop’s intentions were.   
In bad faith the leadership of the Pacifica Synod – Bishop Murray Finck – entered into a mediation process when it was clear he would lose the legal process.  The mediation process could have brought peace and ecumenical ownership to a flailing project in a theological and financial bankrupt Synod.  He single-handedly refused to promote the agreements of the mediation process and continues to blindly support the rich looking for their project to exercise false charity.  The staff of CCLM were never once told of the agreements as a result of the mediation process which would have required a behavior change!
Spiritual traditions have been disrespected and destroyed in the name of “Lutheran piety.”  Vibrant worship moments have been denied as worship leaders have not had access to the building.  The unique relationship between Word and Sacrament and Human Services has been destroyed under the guise of creating something “more Lutheran.”   A blatant lack of respect for Mexican traditions, images and cultural manifestations brings the low Reformation traditions into a modern context that wreaks of racism and discrimination in an anti-Mexican context.
The low Reformation can’t go much lower!  Its bastion of lifeless piety gasping for breath in Orange County does what it has done for the last 12 years.  Straw figures are created as the “enemy” – personality conflicts are lifted up as the analysis for problems and different visions for community ministry.  Theoretical and theological discussion does not happen.  People’s projects are undermined while a bishop in a dying Pacifica Synod carries on like a bull in a china shop.   Unfortunately the broken china are human beings.
Options 1 and 2 for ways to develop a neighborhood ministry were real options.  The leadership of CCLM – Pacifica Synod, Board of Directors and Acting Interim Director – had both options.  Option one, which was to have happened on December 18th, was denied.  The ecumenical community and the immigrant community for the first time since CCLM’s existence were denied access to the building and kitchen.
Option two will happen on December 19th and was affirmed and approved by the leadership of what is now a sinking ship.   White people from First Lutheran Church will come and offer their trinkets so they can feel good about themselves.
It is no surprise to me, given my experience of the Pacifica Synod for 13 years, that this is the sad outcome one year later.  It is no surprise to me that when faced with such paternalism and traditional approaches for neighborhood development that the ecumenical community and the neighborhood itself will turn its back on CCLM, the Pacifica Synod and walk.
And walk they are.  The worshiping community has decided to move.  Faced with the firing of the last true neighborhood organizer on staff – a loyal and creative staff person for six years – the neighborhood understands the nature of the current leadership.
People don’t want underwear.  They want a place where they can be recognized as human beings struggling to form a community where human rights can be respected, human dignity can be encouraged and where diverse traditions for the celebration of Christmas traditions can be respected.  They have made it clear since 2004 when stripped of its congregational status by the bishop’s office that they wanted a place to worship, to celebrate that Eucharist.  Once again that right is being denied.  That God, as Luther taught us, the validity of the Eucharist does not depend on the celebrant.  The Eucharist will continue to be celebrated with or without with Pacifica Synod Bishop!  While it is indeed sad that the worshiping community will be leaving its historical home at CCLM, it is even more sad to know that the Pacifica Synod once again sits with an empty building in a now-hostile neighborhood.
The poor will be with you always, so Scripture tells us.  The struggle of the poor continues.  The days of the Pacifica Synod and its surrogate leadership in an empty and bankrupt project appear to be numbered.
In good conscience, I need to let you know as a supporter of CCLM that the integrity of the project has been destroyed, in my opinion.  In good faith I can no longer support it or the neighborhood’s intentions to mediate with a closed ELCA leadership.  There are many other projects which need your good support and prayers.  There are many other options for being in solidarity with the poor and their efforts to find justice in the USA and work to overcome racism and discrimination.  There are many other options for supporting rich spiritual diversity and theological exploration during these difficult times.
Thank you for your personal support throughout these years.  Thank you for having courage to try something different within the Lutheran structures.  Our efforts were not in vain as many lives were touched and many lives changed.  The City of San Bernardino was changed.  That which remains unchanged is the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America and its Pacifica Synod.  Its piety to be in solidarity with the poor and multi-cultural is without substance.
Seeds have been planted and nurtured.  The harvest will come!   Bread and wine will continue to be made.  The Eucharist will continue!
	As we gather around the manger in Bethlehem together may we once again see the face of Jesus in the face of poor child, a child of color, an immigrant, a man sought after by the King and powers that be! 
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