
Published by the Wabash Center for Teaching and Learning in Theology and Religion
301 West Wabash Ave, Crawfordsville, IN 47933

(765) 361-6047 (800) 655-7177 fax (765) 361-6051
Fully Funded by Lilly Endowment Inc. and Located at Wabash College

Racial Harm and the Pain We Bear in our Teaching Bodies: A Case Study
Approach

William Yoo, Columbia Theological Seminary

Blog Series: Embodied Teaching
November 02, 2022
Tags: student learning   |   embodied teaching   |   case studies

The seminary professor, a man of color, just walked out of the academic dean’s office. He had
been teaching at the mainline Protestant theological institution for eleven years. The academic
dean, a white woman, called him into her office to talk about a recent article he published in a
mainstream magazine. He had written about white supremacy within American Christianity
and the manifestations of racism in Protestant churches, including in churches that supported
the seminary. The dean noted that she had received several complaints about his article. The
professor  asked the dean if  she disagreed with  anything that  he wrote.  She evaded the
question and changed the subject to how the professor might repair relationships with some
donors. She also reminded him that his review for promotion was coming up shortly and that
she worried how this “controversy” could disrupt the review. The conversation ended with no
resolution, but the dean said they could revisit “next steps” in a day or two after some prayer
and reflection. The seminary professor was enraged, exhausted, and frustrated. In a word, he
felt defeated.

The professor began teaching at the seminary immediately after graduate school. He loved
teaching his students and especially appreciated the increasing racial and ethnic diversity
within the student population. But over the years, the racism that he experienced, and the
racial harm that he witnessed his colleagues and students of color encounter, had taken a
deleterious toll on his wellbeing and health. Being called into the dean’s office was the latest in
a long series of episodes in which he and other colleagues of color were assailed because of
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what they taught, how they advocated for students of color, and how they challenged their
institution to live up to its moral, pedagogical, and spiritual commitments to racial diversity,
equity, and inclusion.

In  recent  years,  seminaries  throughout  the  United  States  have  grappled  with  racial
discrimination. At some seminaries, there have been a handful of discriminatory incidents
whereas at other schools the problems of racial prejudice have been widespread. Immediately
after departing the dean’s office, this professor sat down on a bench outdoors and wrestled
with  whether  his  meeting  with  the  dean  was  racially  discriminatory.  The  U.S.  Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission states that “it is unlawful to harass a person because of
that person’s race or color” and explains that “harassment can include, for example, racial
slurs, offensive or derogatory remarks about a person’s race or color, or the display of racially-
offensive symbols.” The law does not forbid “simple teasing, offhand comments, or isolated
incidents that are not very serious,” but it also outlines how racial discrimination is “illegal
when it is so frequent or severe that it creates a hostile or offensive work environment or when
it results in an adverse employment decision (such as the victim being fired or demoted).” The
professor  acknowledged  to  himself  that  the  meeting  may  not  have  fallen  into  the  legal
delineation of harassment, but he knew it was racially harmful and he could feel the pain
coursing through his body.

The professor concluded that he had three options. The first option was to compromise and
agree to a plan to talk with some of the offended donors. He would not apologize for his
scholarship, but he would discuss his article with them and listen to why they thought he was
wrong. The second option was to seek the support of his colleagues of color. The faculty of
color had confronted the administration before, and he believed they were prepared to do so
again  on  his  behalf.  The  professor  thought  that  his  resistance  might  also  garner  media
attention  and  perhaps  he  could  write  another  article  for  the  magazine  explaining  what
happened. But the professor was weary. He thought about his health and his family. He did not
know if he, or his family, had the energy required to enact the second option. Therefore, the
professor was strongly considering the third option, which was to simply resign from the
seminary. He would miss the classroom dearly, for it was his sanctuary, his refuge, and a holy
site where he experienced rejuvenation through the wonder of learning together with his
students. But in this moment, the professor did not know how much longer he could bear the
pain in his teaching body.

Questions

What does this case study tell you about the seminary and how it engages matters of1.
racial diversity, equity, and inclusion?
What would you do if you were the professor? Are there other options the professor2.
should consider?
If you were the academic dean, would you have done anything differently in this3.
situation? If so, what? If not, why not?
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