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Rev. Cindy Worthington-Berry 
UCC Boxborough 
October 9, 2016 
All My Biases 
 
Let us pray… 
 
I put my kids in daycare. 
I drink a lot of soda. 
I work in a church. 
I went to a fancy, private college. 
 
I have watched looks of judgment pass over faces in response to any of these facts about 
me.  It’s not a big deal, these aren’t the core of who I am, and of course I don’t know 
exactly what the people are thinking.  But it seems like they’re jumping to a lot of 
conclusions.  Sometimes I move up in someone’s estimation; years ago a parishioner 
clearly approved of me more once she found out I went to Connecticut College.  But often 
times these bits of trivia bring a negative response:  Do you know the poison that’s in 
soda?  Didn’t it bother you to have someone else raise your children?  Pastors can get 
married? 
 
I’m sure it’s happened to you.  You tell someone you were in the military, you’re currently 
unemployed, you’re voting Republican, you have a summer home, your kid is in rehab.  
People take that one bit of information, assign meaning to it, and come to sweeping 
generalizations about who you are and what your life is like. 
 
We can’t help it.  Human beings must make assumptions and categorizations in order to 
survive.  It’s how we make sense of where we are, what we’re doing, and what is 
happening around us.  Our brains automatically lump similar things together.  So we 
encounter something – or someone – new, and we connect it to something or someone 
we know, and use that connection to understand the new something or someone.  When 
Oog the caveperson saw a large furry creature with sharp claws and bared fangs, he 
didn’t say, “Well I know to be scared of fanged and clawed creatures with yellow fur, but 
this one’s is brown, so I guess I’m okay.”  Oog knew to run, and so he survived, and so 
we as his descendants have lived to learn that fire burns and moldy food makes us sick 
and living as a group increases our chances of survival. 
 
So yes we need assumptions and categorizations and inferences to survive.  But if we 
never examine them, these biases can themselves become dangerous to our well-being. 
 
I remember being in church about 40 years ago.  All the kids were invited forward to sit 
on the chancel steps, for what we called a “children’s sermon” back then.  It was set up in 
a way that put kids on the spot; we were facing the congregation, with microphones used 
to make sure the congregation heard every “cute” comment.  I have no idea what the 
pastor’s point was, but he pulled out a box of crayons and asked us what color this one 
was.  Always eager to hear myself talk, I raised my hand and loudly described the crayon 
into the microphone:  “It’s skin color.”  At that point, there had been little in my life to 
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challenge the notion that “Peach” could sufficiently depict the skin of all God’s children.  
Unfortunately people laughed, so I was embarrassed but also confused.  These many 
years later, I still find myself frequently embarrassed and confused.  I’m aware that my 
default assumption about skin color is still “Peach”, that I’m usually surrounded by Peach-
ish skinned people, and that I don’t know how to break open this default set of 
assumptions, this long-held bias. 
 
That’s why I’m grateful to be part of the Fostering Racial Justice Group, an organization 
started in Boxborough that now includes representatives of other area towns.  FRJG’s 
goal is to “engage the community to challenge bias and systems that reinforce racism”.  
You might have read a bit about it in the recent Vestry News; Paul DiPaolo and Kate 
Smyers shared their entry into the group.  This group applied for and received a grant to 
bring anti-bias training to Boxborough; UCCB is the “fiscal sponsor” of the grant, meaning 
funds for the grant will be managed by the church.  I’m going to share the basics with you 
this morning, but please don’t hesitate to reach out to me for more information or to get 
involved. 
 
We applied for the grant through this region’s Community Health Network Area, or CHNA 
15.  This is a “collaboration grant”, a project focused on different groups working together 
to address an issue related to public health.  The collaborators on this grant include 
UCCB, the Fostering Racial Justice Group, town employees including police, and 
Boxborough’s Well Being Committee.  We’re also working with Carlisle police, as the two 
departments are quite similar.  So what will the grant do?  It will bring anti-bias training to 
police in Boxborough and Carlisle, all other town employees in Boxborough, and offer 
workshops for the community as a whole.  The grant also includes assessments of what 
is needed in town regarding anti-bias training, and review of town policies for obstacles to 
full participation in town activities for all people.  The police department and others have 
particularly noted the need to work on relationships between people who identify as white 
and people who identify as Asian (especially Chinese and Indian):  this is seen as an 
important factor of life in Boxborough.  We began implementing the grant in July 2016 
and it’s got to be finished by December 2017, so we have a lot of work to do.  In the last 
couple of months we’ve been interviewing consultants; we’ve met with people around the 
country who would develop assessments, training and a plan for going forward.  These 
interviews have been incredibly inspiring:  hearing about the work these consultants are 
already doing, and seeing their excitement about working with Boxborough.  Apparently 
we are in a unique place:  we aren’t reacting to some terrible event in town, we’re being 
proactive.  There are many small towns around the country just like us; the consultants 
believe the work we are doing here can be replicated in other towns, and in fact needs to 
be brought to other towns. 
 
But why, what’s the urgency?  Well, around the country we are seeing discord and 
violence.  Not only do we want to make sure we don’t face that here, we also want to see 
what we can do to change that dynamic, for our sake and for those beyond the boarders 
of this town.   
 
The roots and leaves of that discord and violence are complicated and far-reaching.  
Knotted together are issues such as guns, slavery, class, militarization of police, drugs, 
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education, the justice system, economics and race.  So pretty complicated.  But one of 
the underlying threads in many of these factors is bias, our natural tendency to take one 
piece of information – like the color of someone’s skin or the shape of their facial features 
or their religion – and come to a whole bunch of conclusions, from “he must be smart” to 
“I bet she’s lazy”, from “she’ll be good at basketball” to “I bet he does drugs”.  So maybe 
we can start there, start with realizing that we have biases, bring them out into the light of 
day to examine them, and decide if we want them to dictate our behavior. 
 
This is hard work.  At my “out of office office hours” this week, we were discussing the 
scripture and theme for today, and we were all sharing our sense that this is a steep 
climb.  Several people around the table pointed to our children as the hope:  they tend to 
be much more open than we are, they don’t operate under the same biases we have.  So 
we just need to make sure our children are taught to retain that openness and 
acceptance.  But who is going to teach them that?!  If nothing else, we need to figure out 
how to influence, talk to and encourage our children so they can make tomorrow’s world 
a better place. 
 
Because otherwise, I don’t think our children will stay quite as open and accepting as 
they are today.  Human beings make assumptions and categorizations in order to 
survive.  As our children grow, their assumptions and categorizations get more narrow 
and more definite.  Maybe not as narrow and definite as the generation before, but we 
tend to lose some of that openness and acceptance as we go through life.  After all, I was 
pretty young when I identified peach as “skin color”.  I don’t think I was more racist than 
anyone else on those steps.  But I had totally identified white as the norm.  We talked 
about this quite a bit a year ago, when I preached on white privilege; you can find that 
sermon on our website.  There was a simple example of white privilege in entertainment 
just this week.  Tim Burton is coming out with a film based on the great book, “Miss 
Peregrine’s Home for Peculiar Children”.  Critics noticed that it was a very white cast, 
with the exception of Samuel Jackson who plays a villain.  When asked why there was so 
little diversity in the cast, Tim explained that the script didn’t call for any diversity.  That is, 
there was no specific depiction of a character as Asian or black or Latinex, so of course 
everybody’s white.  Because the default is white.  That’s Tim’s bias, now played out in a 
movie our children will watch.  And it’s a bias that is still all too often mine, too, I’m sad to 
say. 
 
But thankfully we don’t need to stay there.  That’s what anti-bias training is about.  We 
can learn to examine our beliefs, raise our biases to a conscious level, challenge our own 
assumptions, and think in new ways.  Personally, I find this deeply exciting.  I love 
reflecting on why we do what we do, love understanding how we work and exploring 
ways to function in new and better ways.  It feels like a puzzle or a game with the best 
rewards.   
 
This fall I’ve been reading Debby Irving’s book, Waking Up White.  It’s a great read, one 
of those books where I underline a half a page at a time.  That’s why I realized I couldn’t 
possibly summarize it for you this morning, but I’d love to discuss it with others so please 
pick up a copy and let’s meet.  Part of what makes the book great is that Irving shares 
her own journey as a white person, the things she learned about our country’s history, 
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laws and policies that had shaped all her unconscious biases about people with more 
melanin in their skin.  Like how black veterans weren’t able to use the GI bill the same 
way white veterans were, and how that has impacted African-American communities all 
these years later.  Her book provides one reminder after another that the deaths of black 
people in Ferguson, Charlotte, El Cajon are not a police problem – or at least not “just” a 
police problem – but an outcome of the racism imbedded within our systems, racial bias 
so invisible and so pervasive it’s like the air we breathe.  
 
Now you might be wondering why UCCB would get involved with this; what does any of 
this have to do with a church?  Of course, I think everything is related to our faith.  But 
maybe that doesn’t quite cut it for you.  Okay then. When we look at Jesus’ teachings, he 
was constantly challenging people’s biases, it’s almost like that was his primary goal:   
- everybody in Jesus’ world expects the Samaritans to be the villain, Jesus makes them 
the hero in his parables 
- the woman with a bad reputation is protected and praised by Jesus 
- Jesus tells off the powerful and popular people 
- not to mention all that “first shall be last and last shall be first stuff” 
So following Jesus means paying attention to the biases that we have, as individuals, and 
as groups, and challenging them:  if we are all part of God, if we are all connected, if we 
are all loved just as we are right now, then we must examine the assumptions we make 
about each other and look with clearer eyes. 
 
Jesus also, as you know, had a knack for ticking off those in power.  He was constantly 
challenging the political, religious and social institutions of his day.   Following Jesus, 
then, means looking at our own institutions with that same discerning heart and mind; not 
to shame people, not to tear anybody down, not to get rid of all of our institutions, but to 
be sure that God’s children – especially the most vulnerable – have opportunity and 
acceptance and a voice, rather than being dismissed or wounded or abused. 
 
Indeed, this is older than Jesus: the prophet Isaiah cried out in the same way in our 
scripture reading this morning.  He laid out a challenge for himself and all who heard him.  
And the challenge is still ours today: 

The spirit of God is upon us, 
because God has challenged us: 

God has sent us to bring good news to the oppressed, 
to bind up the broken-hearted, 
to proclaim liberty to the captives and release to the prisoners, 
to comfort all who mourn. 

God is calling us to go out into the world to act with compassion, work for love, fight for 
justice.  But it isn’t just about “helping” or “saving” “those” people.  We are as trapped by 
our assumptions as the people we’re making them about.  So God is calling us to save 
ourselves as well, from our narrow and limited and mistaken understandings of each 
other.  Imagine when we look around at the world, and see it closer to what it really is, 
filled with beautiful children of God, all the colors in the crayon box.  Amen. 


