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CELEBRATION AND LAMENT LEAD US TOWARD CHANGE
Fuller Seminary is a convening place for dialogue and a community where diversity and dissent 
are familiar territory. At no time has that been more true than during the week of June 4, 2018, 
when Fuller was the context for heightened celebration and lament. We celebrated 661 students 
from 42 countries. We also witnessed cries of injustice from African American students. Their 
dramatic protest at Fuller’s Baccalaureate service was a frustrating disruption for some, a 
galvanizing moment for others, and a clear call to action for the leadership of Fuller. The action 
illustrated the depth of disappointment among many Black students at Fuller, intolerance for “just 
words” that might prove empty, and demands for change. Fuller leadership received their protest 
in an atmosphere of respect for free speech and protest, while urging support for the students and 
their concerns.

Three times in the events of the weekend attended by families and friends from all over the world, 
faculty and administrators committed to support African American student concerns. That public 
“yes” included a standing ovation at Commencement when a Kenyan student speaker admonished 
the school to treat African American students with love and respect.

“Action is the loudest and most reliable evidence of a commitment to change,” says President Mark 
Labberton. “Nowhere is that more true than in matters of race. Words have their place, but action 
is the evidence everyone needs.”

Fuller Seminary is in the process of change that requires faster, more evident action. “We have a 
serious distance to go,” Labberton notes, posting in an internal missive on the day of the protest: 
“Today’s protest at Baccalaureate was a ‘painful gift’ that bears witness to injustice suffered by 
our African American students. . . . ‘We are at a crossroad: Change must happen.’” Following the 
protest, Labberton offered the mic, stood by while the protestors made a statement, and posted 
a video link to the Baccalaureate event for employees, students, and public social media—with 
the video including the protest and the sermon by Professor of Hispanic Studies and Pastoral 
Leadership Juan Martínez.

Diversity, inclusion, and equity are educational, economic, and civic imperatives, Fuller leader 
Alexis Abernethy confirms, “and critical to achieving academic excellence.” And though we 
believe that working toward full integration is everyone’s responsibility at the seminary, we are 
pleased to establish a new position to focus on strategic change and innovation in this area that 
will be filled by Dr. Abernethy, currently professor of psychology. The Associate Provost for 
Faculty Inclusion and Equity will serve to foster transformational change in the mission and life 
of the seminary by identifying barriers and promoting advocacy through recruitment, retention, 
and development of faculty from underrepresented populations. In addition, Associate Provost 
Abernethy will implement changes and offer resources for faculty “so that syllabi content and 
teaching approaches will reflect a more culturally informed lens, helping to build capacity for 
persons and for the institution as it relates to diversity, inclusion, and equity.” The creation of this 
role and her appointment are in direct relation to the concerns expressed by African American 
students to “prioritize hiring and retention of African American faculty” and to integrate course 
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content and Black scholarship into the core curriculum of all Fuller’s programs.

Dr. Abernethy notes, “In moving forward with these steps, it is important not only that we 
act, but also that we engage in this action in a different way. Working toward a more racially 
inclusive environment will mean that we will need to be willing to engage in a comprehensive 
strategic process together as an institution. This will include all of our educational offerings and 
administrative leadership.”

Faculty Senate Chair and Professor of Theology and Mission Amos Yong emphasizes the 
importance of faculty leading the way in these changes, “supporting the advancement and 
thriving of persons of color on the faculty, reforming curriculum to include the full spectrum of 
global voices—with emphasis on Black scholarship,” and working with administrators at every 
level of the seminary, partnering with ethnic centers such as the William E. Pannell Center for 
African American Church Studies, Centro Latino, the Korean Studies Center, and the Asian 
American Center. “With the help of God,” says Dr. Yong, “we will work unrelentingly now and in 
the years to come toward a new Fuller that will be more welcoming to all people of color, including 
our African American brothers and sisters.”

Other issues specified by students that the institution is taking action to address include 
supporting a stronger pathway for Black students and “cultivation of Black scholars.” Clifton 
Clarke, Associate Dean for the William E. Pannell Center for African American Church Studies, 
recently announced that the center will roll out a scholarship program for students researching in 
the area of African American church studies from all three schools. Dr. Clarke says, “in addition 
to the institutional changes that are paramount for African American students to thrive at Fuller, 
we are committed to doing a much better job at nurturing and supporting African American 
students through the robust scholarship program that the Pannell Center will oversee.” Also 
in response to student petition, Acting Provost Mari Clements reports that Fuller’s School of 
Psychology has agreed upon a commitment to prepare Black students (and students from other 
diverse backgrounds) for being the only person of color in their clinical settings—a need that 
has been emphasized through the process of these conversations. “Because diversity has long 
been an area of focus for us [in the School of Psychology], we have made some gains and yet have 
significant areas of concern that we are committed to addressing in a deep and substantial way—
not just checking a box,” says Dr. Clements. These, and other specific initiatives already well in 
process at Fuller, will be shared widely in the Fuller community closer to the end of June when 
required institutional processes have been completed.

President Labberton emphasizes that “Fuller has a long history of facilitating conversations 
related to faith that give space to dissenting ideas. We remain committed to being a place where 
civil dialogue can take place and both sides can feel heard—this has long been in our DNA as a 
uniquely multidenominational seminary. This, I know, is both true and aspirational at Fuller: 
institutions are slow to change even with the will of their members, yet there is no hope for 
change unless the whole community journeys together in the same direction toward justice.” The 
protest during Baccalaureate and the wider tensions it represents are viewed as an expression of 
lament and call to justice. “We must be attuned to the voice of God when we hear cries of pain and 
unrighteousness,” Labberton says. “This is the place where we will focus our energies and take 
tangible steps toward change.”


