
 
 
 
 
April 26, 2018 
 
Bishop James Dunlop, Acting President, United Lutheran Seminary 
Ms. Cheryl Williams, Acting Chair of the Board Of Trustees 
Board of Trustees, United Lutheran Seminary 
The Rev. Dr. Jayakiran Sebastian, Dean of United Lutheran Seminary 
 
It is with a heavy heart that we write this letter as leaders of the Candidacy Committee of 
the Southeastern Pennsylvania Synod (SEPA). Our Candidacy program has had a long 
and successful relationship with the predecessor seminaries of United Lutheran Seminary 
(ULS), primarily Lutheran Theological Seminary of Philadelphia, on whose grounds our 
Synod offices reside. 
 
Following the revelations regarding the former president’s nondisclosure and the secrecy 
of the Board concerning it, we are now disheartened and honestly angry to have to 
address the ongoing racial marginalization of students of African descent at the ULS 
campuses. This includes not simply ELCA students, but also other students in the Black 
community including those who are full communion partners and those who are from 
historic Black churches. We would like to offer this caution. 
 
According to the Pew Research 2014 study, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 
(ELCA) is the second least diverse denomination in the United States. We lament this 
fact, and lament that despite efforts by the ELCA, little has changed in the past 10 years. 
It is therefore with some pride that we have been able to say that our SEPA Synod, as 
well as the former LTSP campus, have been among the most diverse in the ELCA.  
 
However, that surface level diversity belies ongoing systemic racism at the seminary. 
Recently, specific incidents of racism, both intentional and unintended, have been 
brought to our attention, many of which have become public record. We know that 
complaints have been filed. Micro-aggressions, inappropriate “jokes,” and complicit 
behaviors, which isolate students of the Black community and keep them from full and 
comprehensive formation, have no place in a Lutheran Seminary in 2018. Yet these have 
been part of the culture at ULS.  
 
As a Candidacy Committee, we are charged with lifting up leaders for the ELCA and 
helping to guide them in a path parallel to their Seminary education. We hold our 
candidates, many of them students at ULS, as vital to the future of our Church. They 
must be afforded every dignity as children of God and respected as the leaders they are.  



 
We have heard, understood and believe the stories of pain and suffering as described by 
students. We also repent of our own deeds of racism both known and unknown. We 
lament the hurt that has been caused to students under our care. We acknowledge that we 
have not lifted up enough candidates of color ourselves.  As a Committee, we will 
continue to strive to meet the pastoral needs of our candidates and provide them with a 
safe place to speak their truth and experiences. 
 
We acknowledge that in his weekly updates, Acting President Dunlop has commented on, 
apologized for, and repented of the issues surrounding racism at ULS. While we 
appreciate this effort, it is our feeling that these statements do not fully capture or address 
the pain caused to the students of African descent.  
 
As leaders in the Candidacy process, we have felt it was our responsibility to speak with 
some members of the Black community to listen to their experience. In addition, we have 
read the letter dated April 6th from a contingency of students. Given this, we have the 
following expectations as we look to the future of guiding new leaders for the church: 
 

1) We will be looking to the Fall Semester for robust improvement. 
 

2) We hope to see a more complete and specific confession for the insensitive 
remarks made on several occasions to various people by Acting President Bishop 
Dunlop. While we acknowledge and are grateful for the apologies and repentance 
made in his updates, we do not believe them to adequately cover the breadth of 
concerns or experience of the Black Community.  

 
Until strong, transparent inroads are made toward the requests of the students regarding 
racial disparity at ULS, and our own expectations, please be advised that we will be 
sharing our reflections and experiences to all potential candidates during the initial 
inquiry process in SEPA. We will openly acknowledge the issues on the campuses of 
ULS, and we will inform the potential candidates that we will be their support system 
while they are there.  We also will inform all of our candidates that we are a safe place 
for them to express their concerns and to seek assistance and support when they feel their 
voices have not been heard by any Seminary. Great strides are needed for the healing of 
the ULS community. Changes will need to be made. Repentance must begin 
immediately.  
 
Our candidates will know that we will accompany them as they maneuver through the 
candidacy process.  We will believe their concerns, and we will assist them in finding 
healthy ways to express their truth and experiences to the leadership of ULS (or any 
seminary). We have openly shared these issues with our full committee and the members 
support our letter to you and our request for action. We have also shared this letter with 
our Bishop Claire Burkat who supports us in our shared responsibility to address issues of 
racism subtle and overt, silent and systemic, in our work as a candidacy committee, and 
as citizens with the saints in our congregations, communities, seminary, synod and 



Churchwide encounters. We have requested to meet with the SEPA Bishop-Elect after 
our Assembly to share this letter and our concerns with her or him. 
 
We are all charged with the proclamation of the Gospel of Christ to a world in need. It is 
required that this proclamation be open to all, without exclusion. Our greatest desire is for 
the Body of Christ to reflect the glorious vision as found in Revelation 7:9 and that we all 
live into this reality:    

“After this I looked, and there was a great multitude that no one could count, from every 
nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before 

the Lamb, robed in white, with palm branches in their hands.” 

 
Seminary should be a time of expansion and formation for all students. None should be 
isolated. The church of Jesus Christ leaves no one on the margins. We will continue to lift 
up ULS in our prayers and hope that the healing begins immediately.  
 
 
God’s peace, 
 
 
 
Deacon Allison Wilcox, Director of Candidacy, SEPA Synod 
 
 
 
Pastor Sarah Stobie, SEPA Candidacy Committee Chair 
 
 
 
cc:  SEPA Synod Candidacy Committee 
 Current SEPA Candidates 
 ELCA Presiding Bishop Elizabeth Eaton 
 ELCA Secretary Wm. Chris Boerger  

The Rev. Dr. Francisco Javier Goitía Padilla, ELCA Program Director for 
Theological Education  

	


