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INTRODUCING

In the most recent issue of On the Level,

Kimberlee
Mitchell

your letter “In Routine Use” spoke of

By Gerald Bell (Kansas City 2003)

Dear Editor,

“violent uproars for justice.” I believe you
are referring to the recent protests against
structural racism for equality and the Black

I

n the early 1990s, I became a youth ministry volunteer at my church and
simultaneously mentored a few teen young men. With pure motives, energy,
and enthusiasm, never did I question serving God and community in this
way—youth ministry came naturally to me and didn’t feel like work.
I saw God’s purpose inside of the (majority disadvantaged) youth I served,
and I was convinced they knew I genuinely cared about the fulfillment of
God’s plan for their lives no matter what risks or threat they posed. Only
on occasion was I threatened by some of the youth in our ministry. Being
called names that were laced with expletives or being dared to retort their
complaints about the ground rules they had violated never cost me a wink
of sleep.
In this issue of On the Level, Korey Dean (Twin Cities 2018), Nike Greene
(Portland 2005), V.J. Smith (Twin Cities 2006), and a host of DVULI alumni
have lost some sleep, most notably, in recent months following the death of
George Floyd.
Peaceful protests unraveling into watch-your-own-back nihilism,
grocery stores and neighborhood pharmacies boarding up their doors, and
news media covering not enough of the good on the ground make it difficult
for a caring leader to sleep at night.
Exhausted and depleted, their commitment to serve, care, and intervene has
never wavered. Whether it’s feeding families on the streets where businesses
have burned to ashes or gathering strangers to pray while chants, sirens, and
crying mothers resound, addressing the heartache in their community, I’m
convinced, comes naturally to them and doesn’t feel like work.
Perhaps the efforts of Korey, Nike, V.J., and the others will make a compelling
argument for how getting a good night’s sleep may be futile compared to
fulfilling God’s plan for the people in your hood.

Lives Matter movement. Although these
global demonstrations had some violent
confrontations, most of which were initiated
by law enforcement and white supremacists
rattling various protests, the overall push for
justice seemed to be far more peaceful than
violent. Maybe this is just my perspective,
but it seems that characterizing the mostly
peaceful demonstrations around the
globe as “violent uproars for justice” does
a disservice to the millions of people who
marched, rallied, sat, stood, spoke, and
purposefully engaged in push back against
inequality. This forum is an important voice
for many and provides opportunities for
growth, development, and progress in the
important work of encouraging and uplifting
urban youth workers. Many of us who do

Gerald Bell, Editor (Kansas City 2003)

A

native of Southern California, Kimberlee comes to DVULI
with an extensive background in public relations and
marketing communications. Previous to her work with DVULI,
Kimberlee has invested her talents in various industries such
as Christian education, child safety, fashion and beauty,
entertainment, broadcast media, and the nonprofit sector.
Our team has confidence that what Kimberlee understands
about brand identity and storytelling is a key component to
our marketplace positioning around leadership development
and community collaboration in the urban context.

on some level in the recent protests for
equality for all persons in America, especially
urban youth, which include many black

Kimberlee Mitchell

“I loved working in our church youth program,” she reflects.
“Thousands attended our youth VBS, so we created a tween
Bible study program to sustain tween outreach year-round. It
was a sight to behold watching the Lord pave the way through
the many challenges. I was forever changed by the fellowship,
collaboration, and the heart-piercing experience of seeing
kids engage in learning God’s Word and choosing to
follow Christ!”
When Kimberlee takes a break from her profession, she enjoys
precious time with her husband, two kids, and their Yorkie
named Lilly. Her passion for family has been demonstrated
nationally when she became a child safety expert and injury
prevention advocate. In this work, Kimberlee dedicated time to
making public appearances to create awareness and educate
parents and caregivers about keeping their little ones safe and
injury free.

“I am honored to be a part of a well-executed program where
ministry and leadership training is top-notch,” says Kimberlee.
“It’s an honor to be on a team that is serving a community of
folks who do such all-important work.”

A well-seasoned communications professional, Kimberlee
is excited about bringing her experience to the mission of
DVULI. “I have the heart to serve and to mentor,” she says. “I
look forward to working side by side with my team to help
enrich those who have devoted their lives to serving urban
communities.”

While in California, Kimberlee tested the waters of ministry
as she served with a church planting team, which afforded her
leadership opportunities to help form and host home group
Bible studies, coordinate a preteen ministry, and journey with
people who were broken and in need of support.

Kimberlee and her family have been living in West Michigan
for six years. They are blessed by the embrace of their new
community and by establishing roots within the midwestern
culture. Join our team in welcoming Kimberlee to the DVULI
family. Feel free to drop her a note at kimberleem@dvuli.org.

this work, I would surmise, were engaged

lives that matter. As your words intimated,
language matters, and sometimes ours may
speak in ways that are unfortunately and

Trust the process...

The staff of DVULI is honored to introduce
Kimberlee Mitchell who joined our team in
August as the communications manager. In this
role, Kimberlee will be responsible for providing
direction to our national brand strategy. She will
assume collaborative oversight to the various
communications elements that span from print,
electronic material, video, social media posts,
website, and other creative, public relations and
media-related tools.

unintentionally demeaning.

James Quincy (New York 2009)
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A BACKLASH
FROM THE
PIOUS:

“…the good news
reason to engage
racial justice as a
youth worker is
to prove that the
gospel you preach
in youth group
is real.”

Race Relations
as a Youth Worker

Opinion by Jeremy Del Rio (New York 2010)

This July, Christians on social
media condemned me as a
“traitor to the Christian faith” for
supporting Black Lives Matter.
Some were people I’ve known
for years. Most had never met
me but piled on the criticism
anyway. According to them, I
had betrayed Jesus to promote
“God-hating Marxists” bent on
“destroying the family.”

M

y supposedly traitorous offense:
pointing out a prominent evangelical’s
inconsistency on damaging property
when it aligns with his political beliefs
on the Black Lives Matter movement.
He had praised a “Jesus Matters”
shouting woman for vandalizing three
BLM murals in New York after previously
lambasting BLM because some looters,
masquerading as protestors, had
vandalized private property.
Some of the critics also pointed to the
organization I lead, Thrive Collective’s
collaboration in painting the historic BLM
mural next to the courthouses in
lower Manhattan. Thrive’s Juneteenth
“Statement in Support of Racial Justice
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and Black Lives Matter,” together with my participation as both a marcher and
speaker at numerous prayer protests this summer sealed my fate.
Though unsurprising, the venom speaks volumes about the state of race
relations within the American church in 2020. It also illustrates why so many
Christians have become cultural caricatures at a time when the Christ we
claim to follow offers clear guidance on an appropriate response to systemic
racism. Both point to a unique opportunity for emerging generations of young
people and youth workers who disciple them to lead the church to genuine
repentance and transformational social change.
In the Western Hemisphere, this 500-year tradition began with Christopher
Columbus and included European conquest and colonialism. Added to the
list are:

•

•
•

Japanese internment camps

the 13th Amendment outlawing
slavery, “except as punishment
for a crime”

•
•

mass incarceration

•

Jim Crow segregation, which
expressly criminalized Blackness

•

•

the Trail of Tears and Native 		
American genocide

second tier citizenship for
Puerto Ricans and so many
more examples.

•
•

the African slave trade beginning
in 1619
the 3/5 clause to the US Constitution

redlining federal mortgage
regulations
public education funding based
on property taxes

The existence of legal systems that stubbornly perpetuates race-based injustic in
the US is objective, historical facts—not matters of opinion. Opinions differ over how
and whether to right the wrongs.
Second clarification, “Black Lives Matter” means the movement to eradicate
systemic racism everywhere it exists, not the political organization. The
hashtag #blacklivesmatter went viral after a neighborhood watch volunteer
with a legal gun permit (not a cop) killed Trayvon Martin for eating Skittles
while wearing a hoodie in Florida. The killer was subsequently found not
guilty by a jury of his peers based on an antiquated “Stand Your Ground”
law on July 13, 2013. This acquittal happened seven years ago, not the
1800s or 1950s.

This specific racist act was the current
tipping point in a uniquely American
legal history that devalues people
of color generally and black people
specifically. The statement “Black Lives
Matter” became a call to action that still
reverberates today. Along the way, a
broad spectrum of people with different
political, religious, and other distinctions
have embraced it. Some created far left
political organizations that exploit the
phrase and attempt to conflate racial
justice with other issues. This is not a
defense of those politics.
As youth workers discipling young
people, the work of racial justice is
grounded in Scripture and demands a
response. Looking to Jesus’s example,
here are three principles that can guide
us today:
1. Repentance. Jesus aggressively and
repeatedly condemned racial injustice
by politically powerful and religious
Jews
toward
Samaritans
and
demanded repentance. Samaritans
descended from Assyrian soldiers, who
centuries earlier had conquered Israel,
destroyed the capital city of Samaria,
and taken many as slaves. When the
exiles returned, they found living in
their homes, the offspring of soldiers
who had raped the women left behind.
They called them “Samaritans.” Jews
hated their very existence because of
the injustice it embodied. More than
once, Jesus rebuked His own disciples
for prejudice toward Samaritans and
elevated their status.

He even commanded the Jewish
lawyer to become like the Samaritan
who showed mercy to the beaten and
bloodied Jew by the side of the road if
he wanted to experience eternal life.
The ways Jesus championed Samaritans
should reflect how we champion
racially oppressed people living among
us. How does your youth group
welcome Arab teens wearing the hijab
or stand with the black boy who was
stopped and frisked last night? To do so
effectively requires first confronting the
cultural prejudices and implicit biases
that shape how we perceive them. What
prejudices require repentance in you
and the communities you serve?
2. Solidarity. Jesus, the creator of
humankind, voluntarily chose a life
acquainted with suffering when He
became flesh and blood to live among us.
His birth was unseemly (unwed mothers
were capital criminals), unsanitary
(barnyard
birth),
controversial
(astrologers perceived it from stars),
lowly (shepherds—not innkeepers—
understood), politically radioactive
(Jesus was “king” of occupied people),
deadly (the king slaughtered innocents
in response), and religiously offensive
(“Messiah”). This solidarity compelled
Jesus to respond to the oppressed with
compassion. He intimately knew the
pain and brokenness of those He came
to serve—their anger and frustrations—
and met them on their terms. He didn’t
try to talk them out of their experience.
Instead, He validated them as seen and
known and heard and loved. Then He
demonstrated His love for them by
laying down His own life for theirs.
Youth workers, how are you living
in solidarity with those who have
been victimized by racial injustice?
For example, have you enrolled your
children at the private Christian school
while ignoring the under-funded,
struggling public school that the
migrant Mexican students all attend?
What are you willing to sacrifice to
restore justice (e.g., access to tutors and
music programs) on their behalf?

3. Prove it. Jesus described the gospel
as good news that makes the world
around us demonstrably better. “The
Spirit of the Lord is on me,” He says in
Luke 4, “because he has anointed me
to proclaim good news to the poor. He
has sent me to proclaim freedom for
the prisoners and recovery of sight for
the blind, to set the oppressed free, to
proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”
The good news Jesus offered wasn’t
conversions and baptisms, even though
His followers did those things. He never
reduced his message to an insurance
policy against hell. Instead, He promised
deliverance from poverty (economic
justice), freedom for prisoners (criminal
justice), blind eyes that could see
(healthcare justice), freedom for the
oppressed (social justice), and Jubilee
justice (the “year of the Lord’s favor”) for
all. Systemic racism robs our youth, and
the world, of these very things.
To that end, the good news reason to
engage racial justice as a youth worker
is to prove that the gospel you preach
in youth group is real. Not just elusively
“relevant.” We’re clearly not there yet.
But the gospel says it’s possible if and
when we count the cost and make it
so. After Jesus read that passage in His
home synagogue, He scandalized the
congregation before returning to His
seat. “Today this scripture is fulfilled in
your hearing,” He promised.
They responded by trying to drop Him
off an 800-foot cliff. In the face of
hopelessness and despair, if you dare
to believe that your very presence can
demonstrate good news, prepare for
a backlash from the pious. This is the
real cost of gospel living. People who
need good news will love you, but the
deacon board just may try to throw you
off a building. Or call you a traitor on
Facebook.

Jeremy Del Rio (New York 2010) is cofounder of Thrive Collective in New
York City and a published blogger,
contributing writer, and public speaker.
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Making Room
to Breathe
Boots on the Ground
for Twin Cities Alumni
by Will Cumby (Houston 2010)

On June 9, 2020, in the sanctuary of The Fountain
of Praise (TFOP) church in Houston, Texas, church
members, community leaders, A-list celebrities, and
professional athletes gathered with the family of Mr.
George Floyd for his final celebration of life service.
TFOP is my home church where I work full time as
a youth pastor. On this occasion, I was assigned to
direct traffic in the parking lot, wearing a full suit in
100-degree temperatures. After two hours, I finally
went inside the air conditioned sanctuary, and I stood
in amazement at the high-profile crowd the service
had attracted amid social distancing mandates.

T

he homegoing celebration was impactful and inspiring, and there was
one moment I will never forget. After songs, prayers, and words of comfort,
designated pallbearers took the casket from the altar to the hearse. Rather
than rolling it down the aisle, the six men hoisted it above their heads and
carried it out of the church. Everyone within proximity joined in elevating
the casket causing it to float triumphantly through the sanctuary.
Dr. Martin Luther King said, “We all came in on different ships, but we’re all
in the same boat now.”
Respectfully, I don’t know what the loss of oxygen on Lake Street in
Minneapolis felt like during the eruptive days following Mr. Floyd’s death,
but the final scene within TFOP was breathtaking. Family, friends, and
visitors came for the funeral of a man whose breath was stolen from him,
and all left with a charge to help their communities breathe again.

6
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Many of my fellow DVULI alumni in the
Twin Cities were not in Houston on this day
because they were busy doing what they
could to resuscitate their beloved city. They
have an up-close perspective of the Twin
Cities and the aftermath of Mr. Floyd’s death,
coupled with America’s pandemic pangs.
These urban warriors are sharing the breathgiving gospel in Minneapolis St. Paul just as
Jesus called the disciples—and we who follow
Him—to aid the brokenhearted and comfort
hurting communities.
Benny Roberts (Twin Cities 2018) watched
his city drastically shift from a “food desert”
to a “nonfood Grand Canyon.” He explained
that every business was affected. The only
two nearby banks in town were destroyed,
and there were no places to get medicine.
Benny had to pivot his programming due
to the massive demand for assistance. Their
shift placed a greater emphasis on Benny’s
farm and nutrition program. It also included
acquiring financial resources for community
businesses to reopen instead of being
replaced.
“We are working with the community councils
for businesses and busy urban corridors to
continue to plan for more community uplift,”
said Benny. “To God be the glory for this
difficult work in such a trying time.”
Ronald McConico (Twin Cities 2008) noted
that his world was forever changed the

morning after Mr. Floyd’s death when a young man sat on
his front porch weeping. After getting more details during
an evening Bible study, it was apparent that the ripple of
pain had even reached the suburbanites in his church’s
community. Ronald shared, “I remember the night after the
fires. I helped hand out everything from groceries to diapers
for a community that now no longer had jobs or a place to
spend what money they might have.”
Another eyewitness and advocate, V.J. Smith (Twin Cities
2006), served in the face of danger and uncertainty. V.J.
explained that his ministry team, MADDADS, immediately
mobilized to help quell uprisings and promote peace. The
rapid swell of protestors became too much for them to
prevent violence, rioting, and looting. According to V.J., that
didn’t stop them. His team retooled their strategy to enhance
the community cleanup work they were already doing. V.J.
is using this time also to address mental health needs. He
reported, “We have been able to provide support for about 400
families so far and have been able to get about 15 to 20 people
into treatment during this.”
Senior pastor of Sanctuary Covenant Church, Edrin Williams
(Twin Cities 2008), admits that the Twin Cities is still reeling
from the weeks of unrest. Like V.J., Edrin found a different
perspective amid the widespread protests.

“In the hours and days immediately following [George Floyd’s]
death, our community came together in a variety of ways to
express the grave injustice,” Edrin said. “While property damage
and looting received a lot of attention, there were many
more examples of peaceful protests organized around the
community’s demand for reform, justice, and accountability.”
The damage to the Twin Cities was massive. Nevertheless, the
responsibility for the destruction cannot reasonably rest on
the urban community. “There were those who took advantage
of the unrest,” Edrin pointed out. “For days after, there was
confirmed activity by outsiders, including many white
supremacist organizations that were set on damaging key
institutions and destinations within the city. In a community
already damaged by generational poverty and weakened
by COVID-19, we saw several businesses in the community
destroyed.”
Benny cosigned Edrin’s observations and detailed that
outsiders “tried to blend in with the many peaceful protest
efforts led by the Black Lives Matter movement, Minneapolis
Freedom Fighters, and other groups standing in solidarity
with the Twin Cities black community.”
(Continued next page)
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ALUMNI PROFILE
There is big hope in Minneapolis.
Korey “XROSS” Dean (Twin Cities 2018), is the
founder of The Man Up Club. Following the
riots, his mentor leadership organization that
specializes in the development of African
American males clicked into overdrive. The
Man Up Club was first to provide a food
distribution site to the inner city of North
Minneapolis and healing circles to youth
affected by the trauma. His leadership and
young men led a peaceful protest and march
with 15,000 youth and produced a youth-led
“iPray” rally resulting in 52 inner-city youth
getting saved (41 of who were reportedly
black males).

“I dream one day
we will learn how to
mourn as a city.
If that takes place,
we will heal as a city.”
Stacy Jones (Twin Cites 2008)

Korey’s team decided to launch “GodFlow,” an
alliance of urban pastors and ministries doing
citywide outreach to inner-city youth. The
event utilizes Christian hip hop ministers,
gospel singers, and athletes to creatively
communicate the gospel message while
commissioning inner-city youth to actively
deconstruct racism in their cities.
“I am extremely proud of our young men in
The Man Up Club for demonstrating their
capacity to compartmentalize their own hurt,
disappointment, and trauma and to dig deep
within themselves as responsible young men
to serve the greater good of others in their
city,” offers Korey.
Shemeka Bogan (Twin Cities 2018), a
strategic community creator, recognized
the disconnect between resources and her
neighborhood. She then began successfully
building relationships to rebuild her city.
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Nike Greene
(Portland 2005)
ORGANIZATION:

Office of Youth
Violence Prevention
CURRENT POSITION:

Director
Similarly, Stacey Jones (Twin Cities 2008) and UpWorksMN are connecting
resources to pockets of people in neighborhoods not generally seen or
served by larger organizations. By partnering, channeling resources, and
participating in pop-up food distributions, these alumni are optimizing the
core value of interdependence.
“This season has been about the heart of Christ,” affirms Shemeka. “The work
outside of our four walls is a perfect example of how you really and truly
meet people where they are.”
Ronald went on to create a youth employment program called Help Me
Breathe. It teaches ethics and interview skills to adolescents in economically
depressed neighborhoods. The mission is to help youth acquire lasting
employment and bring revenue back into their community.
“Ministry in the wake of George Floyd’s death has been fast-paced,
unrelenting, and demanding,” said Tara Hollingsworth (Twin Cities
2018), who serves in ministry alongside Edrin at church. “As a team and
congregation, we are learning as we go, knowing that the needs of our
community are not simple and singular but complex and holistic. We will
work to leverage this moment, continuing to build trust with our neighbors
and meeting both spiritual and physical needs.”
The Twin Cities is catching its breath, and with the committed work of
these and other passionate DVULI alumni, the city will breathe even more
efficiently. Social injustice isn’t new to this community. Still, daily new efforts
are put forth to combat the years of inequalities, the need for police reform,
and, most importantly, the need to love our neighbors across color lines.
Rev. James Lawson, a civil rights activist, delivered inspiring words at Floyd’s
funeral. He said, “And how long are we going to say, ‘I can’t breathe’? You
think something good can’t come out of this? Out of his death has come a
movement. And that movement is not going to stop after two weeks, three
weeks, or a month. That movement is going to change the world.”
“Jesus is willing to comfort every individual who mourns (Matt. 5:4),” Stacey
laments. “I dream one day we will learn how to mourn as a city. If that takes
place, we will heal as a city.”

Nike Greene

By Dionne Peeples-Jones (Portland 2003)
When did you know that you were called to reach youth,
and how have you responded to that calling?
I have worked with youth since I was a young person. I was in
the third grade, and I would go to the special needs class to
help students with disabilities learn their colors and letters. At
age 13, I was a camp counselor, and at age 15, I taught Sunday
school. I knew I was called to serve youth when I was 21. It was
then that I leaned in and prayed and heard the Spirit say, “My
children have no limits. Teach!” So, I did.

We exist to ensure families and communities will be safer and
more secure, supported, and healthy because of a coalition
being actively involved in meaningful violence prevention
efforts. OYVP addresses youth violence at three points:
preventing it before it begins, intervening and interrupting
when an individual is at risk, and healing after it happens. We
implement strategies and initiatives to prevent, reduce, and end
violence in Portland.
Why do you think God has called you to this specific work?

I have continuously responded to the calling by meeting our
youth everywhere and anywhere they are. I have taken the limits
off on how I serve and have made myself available through
my gifting and talents. I have served youth through coaching
basketball, mentoring girl groups, leading community sports
camps and community gatherings, and serving an entire lowincome housing unit with youth activities and family services.

It’s my community, these are my families, and I have heard their
cries. I have seen their tears and have experienced community
violence myself. My life experiences of trauma, healing, and
leadership have humbly brought me to this intersection. Now
I have an opportunity to be a part of change, leadership, and
solutions at a time of complex challenges for our black and
brown communities.

What was your reaction to the mayor of Portland
regarding your appointment?

Portland, like many other cities, recently has seen its
share of intense protests. What have you seen on the
ground, and how does this impact your work in the city?

I told him (the mayor), “If you’re looking for someone who
wants to do politics, I’m not her, but if you want someone who
desires to work to stop violence in the community, “I’m in.”
I was appointed in November 2019.
What is the mission to youth, and how do you plan to
fulfill it?
The mission of the Office of Youth Violence Prevention
(OYVP) is to break the cycle of violence that plagues families,
neighborhoods, and schools by providing education, support,
and resources for both the individuals and their families.

I have seen, and I have marched. I believe that when we
mobilize our community to cause and effect change, everyone
is needed. I have seen over 10,000 beautiful men, women, and
children from diverse backgrounds and faiths come together in
the streets and demand equity and equality,

(Continued next page)
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police reform, better education, disruption of the school to
prison pipeline, and more. I have seen a 10-year-old African
American boy call for a rally for youth in a community, and
1,000 people showed up to walk with him. Sadly, I have also
seen others cause chaos and inflict injury on lives during these
protests and cause unnecessary harm.
This has impacted our work in different ways. The national and
local narrative has allowed our office of violence prevention to
provide community space to discuss institutional racism, white
supremacy, police brutality, and other issues. We have used
these convenings to center the voices of our youth, artists,
athletic coaches, and others for exposure to their challenges.
Has the national attention on Portland’s continued
unrest been a fair representation and how is it having
local impact?
The narrative on the national level is a single narrative, and
we all know that a single narrative is dangerous. For most of
us living in Portland, we know it’s not the full story. It doesn’t
capture the plight or the fight. It’s not a “boots on the ground”
reality.
What do you hope will be your legacy after you have
completed this professional assignment?
I hope to leave structures in place for long-term sustainability
with community and youth led boards/committees leading and
guiding the work of violence prevention.
What challenges have you or your organization had
to overcome while serving the youth of Portland?
With COVID-19, we are not unique in our challenge of
connecting with youth. We have worked hard to address the
digital divide in connecting with youth. Our services have pivoted
to relief services to help families with rent, food, and household
items. We work hard to provide for our youth supplemental
resources such as education activities via links and worksheets,
athletic workout plans, and words of encouragement when inperson contact cannot happen. Our youth are missing physical
touch and the power of presence. Because face-to-face
connection is so powerful, we just continue to be creative in
how we connect virtually.
So far, what are you most proud of that the program
has accomplished?
I am most proud of the mobilization of our community.
Having mothers of victims, the faith community, OGs (original
gentlemen formally called original gangsters, referencing those
who had life experiences with the criminal justice system and
gang life), local artists, coaches, nonprofits, and new hands
engaging in community-led efforts has been so inspiring.
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People are diving into rebuilding and standing up for their
communities. When I see them bring and demand solutions
for the needs of their community, I’m smiling ear to ear.
What kind of collaborative opportunities contribute
to this work, and who are you partnering with?
Our partners are vast. This work relies on a multisector and
multiservice approach with the community at the helm. They
are constantly informing, leading, and guiding our work. Our
partners include families, OGs, the faith community, communitybased organizations, outreach workers, probation and parole
officers, the district attorney’s office, youth, schools, community
leaders, donors, trauma-informed hospitals, mental health and
behavioral health workers, culturally specific programs in the
community, as well as elected officials.
Although it’s been more than a decade ago, what learning
principles from your DVULI training are being applied to
your work and life?
One principle I have applied is balance because my life was out
of balance. I was such a people pleaser. I had a hard time telling
elders no. I didn’t think about how it impacted my marriage and
my children. This job is high trauma, indirect and direct. We show
up to crime scenes, and many times, the victim has been shot
or stabbed and may still be there—whether at the hospital or on
the ground. As you struggle to find a resolution, you take that
all in. If you are not centered in God and practice self-care, you
will experience burnout. Empowerment was another principle.
The only reason I took this job is because I knew this was an
opportunity to elevate black and brown voices to our leadership.
Our black and brown communities are the most impacted by
gun violence, and I stand firmly on “nothing for you without
you.” That means you won’t have a gang prevention program
created and established without having individuals who have
been involved or impacted by gangs a part of the prevention
process.
What can your DVULI family be praying for as you move
forward?
Please pray for the healing of our broken community. There is so
much trauma and so much pain, and there’s a lack of knowing
how someone can be healed. We have accepted a scarcity
mentality and the idea that “this is as good as it gets” rather
than challenging it and opening our eyes to see that God has
something better for us. The individuals I work with are typically
the first not to live a life of depression or not to be shot at the
age of 16 in their family. Amid a global pandemic, a pandemic
of white supremacy, a pandemic of the divided church, where
do underserved families go for stability of health? Pray also for
leadership. It’s hard for leaders to be vulnerable when others
look up to them to for answers.

Letter from
Birmingham
Jail
Resource recommendation
by Ron Carter (Birmingham 1999)

O

n Good Friday, April 12, 1963, Dr. Martin Luther King
Jr. was arrested and jailed in Birmingham, Alabama for
violating a court injunction against public protesting. That
same day, eight white Birmingham clergy (both Christian
and Jewish) composed an open letter, “A Call for Unity,”
which criticized Dr. King, calling the civil rights protests
“unwise and untimely.” The letter was then published in
The Birmingham News.

unrest stemming from the tragic death of George Floyd, the
Acumen Academy has developed a free online course based
on that letter.

Dr. King responded to the statement by writing his now
famous “Letter from Birmingham Jail.“ In the letter, Dr.
King argued persuasively against the white clergy’s primary
criticism: (1) he was an “outside agitator” and (2) the African
community was “impatient.” He did this by masterfully
drawing inspiration from Scripture, theologians,
philosophers, and political leaders.

The Acumen Academy is an online social change platform
whose “mission is to unleash a new generation of social
innovation and leaders with the determination and grit to
build a more just, inclusive, and sustainable world.”

The course is designed for an individual or a group, and the
goal is to foster a greater understanding of systemic racism
and justice. Whether you desire to navigate the course alone or
with others, it is undoubtedly a worthwhile endeavor.

Resource available at: www.dvuli.org/mlkletter

“Letter from Birmingham Jail” is considered not only one of
the most important civil rights documents but also a classic
piece of protest literature. In response to the recent racial

LeaderAlert
Kylie Hatfield (Philadelphia 2019), Natalie
Martinez (Philadelphia 2019), Ruben Ortiz
(Philadelphia 2012), and Nes Espinosa
(Philadelphia 2002) have created and led
ONCP: Freedom riders on a trip to City Hall.
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As a participant in the 2019 class of
DVULI, LaTonya’s eyes were opened to
the importance of having others working
alongside her. “This process has taught
me that although being a pioneer is great,
[through collaboration] the actual work
can be done much better,” she wrote in her
breakthrough plan.

her grandmother proud, as she strives “to serve as a voice for the poor,
live a life that glorifies God, and spread the love of Christ to encourage
dignified treatment of all.”
When it comes to experiencing breakthrough, LaTonya insists, “Change
is inevitable. You cannot be stuck in one way of service, one way of doing
things, or one way of seeing your mission. You must move with the times
and stay thirsty for a solution to the world’s or your community’s greatest
needs.”
Learn more about the work LaTonya is doing in Atlanta at
www.pawkids.org.

“God will make a way

By Gerald Bell
(Kansas City 2003)

for your vision if it
aligns with His plan and
your work ethic.
We are only a vessel for

LeaderAlert

what God wanted for
this community.”
LaTonya Gates (Atlanta 2019) admits she became wary
of people who only prayed for issues in the Grove Park
community but were not willing to offer any tangible
assistance. For years, this beloved community, with a
population of 5,000, has suffered from a lack of food
because residents can’t find a grocery store or pharmacy
within five miles. This problem has escalated now that
the coronavirus is impacting employment, and local food
pantries are seeing their shelves clear faster than ever.

O

n a mission to improve the food situation for struggling families in
Grove Park, LaTonya has launched a neighborhood resource center called
Claudia’s House. The local program is providing food, personal hygiene
items, cooked meals, and more to the community that some have labeled
a “food desert.”
“I am a firm believer that faith without works is dead,” said LaTonya. “So
many times, I’ve seen organizations and people with more than enough
resources extend prayers instead of using the funds (and other resources)
they have to help make an immediate change,” she sadly adds.
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LaTonya Gates

Since the pandemic, LaTonya’s organization,
PAWKids, has received an overflow of food
and financial donations from the likes of
Coca Cola, Jackson Spalding, the Atlanta
Community Food Bank, the Ziest Foundation,
Desire Street Ministries, and even highprofile rappers, T.I. and Killer Mike. Three
days a week, Claudia’s House is open to Grove
Park residents to receive meals. In addition,
volunteers from PAWKids deliver meals to
those who are unable to leave their homes.
“There has been not one thing I’ve done
alone,” offers LaTonya, who is grateful for her
long list of partners. “God will make a way for
your vision if it aligns with His plan and your
work ethic. We are only a vessel for what God
wanted for this community.”

On her Facebook page, video footage is
posted of LaTonya distributing healthy
produce to neighborhood dwellers and
others, who in some cases, live in shelters.
One can easily see that the ministry of
Claudia’s House is a work that she is fully
invested in and loves.
Claudia’s House gets its name from LaTonya’s
grandmother, Claudia Kemp, who raised
her and 13 other children in her house. “She
took care of the whole community,” LaTonya
stated. “She didn’t have much, but she would
take a little and make so much out of it. She
saved us.”

Maurice Winley

(New York 2010)
has partnered with the office of the mayor
of New York City to lead a youth antiviolence
initiative in Harlem.

Certainly, many of the statements in
LaTonya’s breakthrough plan would make
FALL 2020 | DVULI.ORG
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What community-wide impact are you leading?

Karlos Cobham

Demetries Edwards

Sharod Tomlinson

(Boston 2016)
leads a talk show called Thoughtful Fridays on
Faith Star Radio. The show features panels of
youth, ministers, and special guests who deal with
subjects affecting young people.

(St. Louis 2017)
leads Love in Action Team, a 501c3 in her
community that distributes nonperishables,
toiletries, and school supplies. The organization
also offers counseling to families.

(Oakland/Bay Area 2021)
has a podcast, The Meech Unleashed, where he
leads conversations with panelists on
current issues.

(New York 2009)
led protestors and police in prayer
in New York City.

Karin Wall

Ron McConico

Reggie Smalls

Stephenie Smith

(Boston 2000)
and her husband, Bruce, are leading prayer
stations in the park in Boston each week.
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Imani Robinson

Leader Alert
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(Twin Cities 2008)
took the lead in cooking and handing
out food in Minneapolis.

(Boston 1998) )
led a group of pastors in a prayer vigil for Black
Lives Matters movement in Boston.

(Kansas City 2015)
leads community conversations on
racial equity and inclusion in Kansas City.
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Yvette House
(Twin Cities 2008) went
home to be with the Lord
on July 7, 2020.

Jaye Hill
(Detroit 2004) accepted
the position of family life
pastor of Evangel Ministries
of Detroit.

Imani Robinson
(St Louis 2017) has written a book
titled It’s My Absolute Pleasure.

Steve Neumann
(Pittsburgh 2012) and his
wife, Annet, welcomed Regal
Peter Neumann to the family
on May 6, 2020.

Michelle Reynolds
(Orlando 2010) went home
to be with the Lord on
June 28, 2020.

Jeremy Jerschina
(Newark 2014) and his wife,
Grace, welcomed their newest
addition, Milena Joy Jerschina,
to the family on May 15, 2020.

FOR MORE, VISIT
facebook.com/dvuli
instagram.com/dvuli

A LU M N I U P DAT E S

Chris Bates
(Los Angeles 2010) and his
wife, Chantel, welcomed
Coda Jude Bates into the
world on May 19, 2020.

Yicaury Melo
(Boston 2016) is now director
of the Multicultural Initiative
Office and Clarendon Scholars
Honors Program at Gordon
College.

Stacey Jones
(Twin Cities 2008) wrote a book
titled (i)Pastor Hip-Hop: Bridging
the Gap Between Hip-Hop and the
Christian Faith Community.

Wesley Reyes
(Cleveland 2013) and his wife,
Cyndia, welcomed their third
child, Zechariah Iman Reyes,
into the world on April 28, 2020.

Terence Smith
(Kansas City 2008) received a
bachelor’s degree in Christian
counseling and leadership
from Faith Bible College.

Mary Ann Draghi
(Miami 2013) is now Mrs. Mary
Ann Pérez-Prado. Mary Ann
married Jorge L. Pérez-Prado,
Jr. on April 29, 2020.

Nes Espinosa
(Philadelphia 2002) was
ordained as lay pastor at
Oxford Circle Mennonite
Church in Philadelphia.

Jesse Carballo
(Houston 2010) received a
Bachelor of Science in interdisciplinary studies from the University of Houston-Downtown.
He also received a promotion
from the city of Houston, Texas.

