
Nov. 4, 2018 Conversation about issues related to the Guild Hall embroidery, at Plymouth 
Congregational Church, in Minneapolis 

Please note: The four Plymouth Church embroideries change with the seasons. On Dec. 1, the 
Churchmen in the New World piece is scheduled to be replace by Christmas Radiance. 

 

[First speaker is Paula Northwood, Acting Senior Minister] 

I think we’ll get started, because we do have a lot of people and people want to give their opinions 
and express their feelings and we want to allow time for that. They just brought in more chairs now 
so you may want to go to the back and grab one. 

Welcome to everyone! This is actually exciting on one hand, because it shows you really care about 
things and you are interested in the conversation. So I do want to remind you this morning about 
what we are trying to accomplish—and it’s a couple of things.  

We have a history as a church of not doing conflict very well and I see some of you smiling and 
shaking your head. I think one of the things that I really want to work at is how to disagree about 
things and still be loving and kind. Because we all are one big family here; most of us have made a 
vow to the covenant, and so we work and live and breathe in covenant with each other. And we’re not 
going to agree on everything. But what I hope to have happen is when we speak today, that you are 
only talking about your experiences, your feelings, you’re not judging other people.  

We’ve got guidelines on the white board. So speak with respect and curiosity. If you don’t know 
something, just be curious about it, how this came about, or why a person might have an opinion 
about something—talk about that with curiosity, not judgement. Speak from your own experience: 
Use “I” language. If you’re going to get up to the microphone and say something, if you’ve got a lot 
of “you’s” in there—you did this or they did that—then you’re not talking about yourself. Again, it 
really helps to just think, “I feel . . .” whatever, because of I. Don’t stick a “you” in there. Not “I feel 
angry because you did something” but “I feel this way because I’m hurt by blah-blah-blah.” If you 
don’t understand that language, we have Compassionate Communication workshops every 
Wednesday morning at 10 o’clock. 

And the final one is listen carefully and prayerfully. I think the other thing that we haven’t always 
done very well is listen to each other. We’re not trying to accomplish anything quite yet. I think this 
is going to be a three-phase thing. We’re going to have four conversations—this is the first one—
where we just talk about our feelings, raise the issues, listen to each other. That’s going to happen for 
four Sundays: You do not have to come to every one. We’re taking notes and we’re collecting data. 
But if you want to come to all of them and you have spoken at one of them, we’re not going to give 
you the opportunity to keep speaking, because we really want to hear from as many people as 
possible. I think the phase two part will begin in January and that will have to do with educating us 
about lots of things. I’ve been in communication with the Minnesota Historical Society and we might 



plan some field trips to see how other places have worked at issues like this. And just to give us some 
ideas about all kinds of solutions.  

I really want us to move out of the duality thinking that it’s going to stay up or it’s going to come 
down because there are probably 50 other creative ideas that we could use. It might be that we need 
to take it down—but it might be that we just need to talk about it, share our feelings and our 
concerns. Just removing something from our sight does not make us less prejudiced or racist.  

I also want you to be thinking about this through a couple of lenses. We’re very concerned now 
about racial justice issues so I want you to think about this through that lens—and that really means 
examining our own white fragility and privilege. Then I also want us to think about it through the 
Growth Task Force lens: We’re trying to become a [more] welcoming people and a welcoming place. 
So we need to ask those hard questions: Are we a welcoming, inclusive group of people who are 
inviting others to join? Also does our space invite people? Not only looking at this but at everything 
in the church.  

There are just so many layers to this. We have the Needlers, who have put so much time and effort 
into creating this work and I really want to give them some deference in the conversation today. 
You’re here—I see some of you. I also want to highlight that we do have an American Indian 
Initiative and those folks have done a variety of programming over the years to enlighten us and to 
engage us—and what I heard from them is that we don’t show up for that kind of thing. So I really 
want us to pay attention. Today there is a movie [Little Wound’s Warriors] following worship that’s 
around some Native American concerns. I think, if you’ve got time, let’s make a commitment to try to 
understand this on many levels and in many ways.  

I think that’s basically what I wanted to say. I do want to start with prayer. You will be timed. Either 
Beth or Seth will keep the clock. Given the number of people here, you have about a minute: That’s 
about 100 words. So you need to really pare it down and, again, using feelings, I language and that 
sort of thing. Let’s pray.  

Loving God, open our hearts and minds to what you would have us hear and see . . . and guide us 
with your wisdom. Amen. 

So we’re going to do this one at a time. I invite you to walk up to the mic that is in the middle aisle. 
We can also walk them [the microphones] to you; just raise your hand. 

__ 

Hello, my name is Tom Anderson. When I first came here, this embroidery had just been finished, 
and it is magnificent—absolutely wonderful. At the time, I looked at it and it all seemed to work 
pretty well. The last 35 years have changed lots of opinions on lots of things. When I went to school, 
Christopher Columbus sailed the ocean blue in 1492; we now know a lot more about Christopher 
Columbus, and most of it is pretty ugly. And certainly our opinion of Thomas Jefferson has become 
a lot more complex in the last couple of years [because of Jefferson’s relationship with slave Sally 
Hemings]. The world is complicated. This is a piece of wonderful work, done at a particular time and, 
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as a problem-solver, I want to fix it. But I am going to step back. The Native population did not invite 
us here. We didn’t come as immigrants; we came as colonizers. That is the place where the 
discussion starts—and our Native [American] population has not been treated well. We always have 
to keep that in mind. 

__ 

Hi, I’m Emily Moses-Thomsen. I just want to say that I have come here since I was a kid. I love these 
tapestries but I took a look at it when Seth talked about it in the service a couple of weeks ago [Oct. 
21 sermon, “What Can I Do to Make It Better?”] and I started to understand where some of the issues 
could come from. As he said before, we weren’t invited here. We weren’t invited nicely to this 
Thanksgiving—and it’s not necessarily how it ended. And I want to say that, because of my race and 
my privilege, I really want to be part of the conversation. Not only do I want to listen but I want to 
speak up and say that I’m going to try to understand that this isn’t great for you guys. Wow—okay, 
words are hard. But I don’t just want to step back—I want to step forward and be a part of the 
conversation. Thanks. 

__ 

My name is Joan Wicklund and I’ve been at Plymouth since I was 12. Once again, the embroideries 
are a big part of Plymouth’s history. People put many, many, many hours into creating them, and I do 
love them. I was part of a conversation Friday in our group about this, and there were many different 
opinions but basically, maybe we should put a plaque up describing what’s real and what’s isn’t. And 
then this morning when I was sitting, getting ready to come here, I had the thought that perhaps 
we’re looking at this how people in the South look at the [Confederate] statues, thinking that we 
don’t want to take them down because they are part of our history. I’m so conflicted about this; I 
really want to listen to what we decide over time. Thank you. 

__ 

I’m Nancy Siska, representing myself, not my husband [Brian Siska], who is the Moderator. I grew up 
in the South. My playground was the Shenandoah Valley; my playground was Southern battlefields. 
We found musket balls and we found lead bullets. In the fourth grade, we studied Virginia history 
and learned about Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson and all those folks . . . and they were 
honorable men. My great-grandfather was a Southern officer. I have a collection of letters that he and 
my great-grandmother wrote while he was in a Yankee P.O.W camp in Maryland. And all of that is 
very tender to me. I hate slavery; I would never do anything like that. So I’m just here to say: It is 
complicated. I left my family; I left my history. I think the way we behave toward Native Americans 
was heinous and horrible. I want to do nothing to support it.  

__ 

My name is Judy Takkunen. I’ve been a member here for nearly 50 years. I love these embroideries 
and there is so much that is good about them—and I think we need to be open to examining the 
things that are hurtful. As a point of order, I’d like someone to speak about the particulars of this 
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embroidery and issues we’re seeing around it. I’ve heard several people from Plymouth this week 
puzzled about exactly what it is that is offensive. So if someone would be able to articulate that, I 
think it would be really valuable for all of us. 

__ 

My name is Hazel Lutz and some of you know that my career, my life, is in textile arts. When I came 
to this church, this embroidery was always up. I have always loved it. I relied on my own perceptive 
abilities to interpret it. I didn’t read the key, so I don’t know how to interpret some parts of it. I’ve 
started reading the [Plymouth Embroidery] key now but when I started looking closely, one of the 
things that makes me sad is that the Thanksgiving feast is depicted as if we were the hosts. There are 
one or two Native Americans serving but there are about six Pilgrims— Congregationalists—serving 
and cooking. That is historically wrong. In the other embroideries celebrating Christmas, Spring and 
Independence, about 95 percent of the people depicted are white. People of color celebrate spring 
and Christmas and they were part of earning independence. So, to me as someone who was the Air 
Force brat, always moving around and being the New Kid on the block, the outsider, I understand 
what it means not to be welcomed. I think having all white faces is not welcoming. 

__ 

Good morning, my name is Annette Atkins. I am a professional historian and one of the times that I 
study is early America. I would just point to a couple of things. One is, as you suggested, the nature 
of the feast being presented by the Pilgrims for the Indians—and the Indians actually are depicted as 
white, not as Indian, for one thing. And the garb that they’re wearing is a real mish-mash. When we 
arrived, there were 100s of different bands and tribes on the continent—and this mixes all of them up. 
So, one kind of headband, a different kind of headband. Then, just the second thing to glance at is 
this line of Native people walking into the church. It might be a school, but there’s a cross on the top 
of it, which suggests that it’s a church. So it looks like they are going willingly into a Christian 
church. So, it’s all complicated—but those would be just a couple of superficial things that I would 
invite you to take a look at. 

__ 

Hi. My name is Kristin Makholm and this is the only time I’m going to be able to talk because I 
usually sing in the choir, and Philip [Brunelle] let me out just today only. I wanted to say that I’m 
really glad we have Annette here, who knows the history of this. I’m been a member here 17 years 
and the part of that gets to me is the lineup of the Indians and the colonialists walking into what I 
see as a boarding school. Actually, someone is saying “No.” Of course, there’s something in the key 
about educating Indians in Christianity. We do know that the boarding schools were places where 
they tried to eradicate the Indian culture, the language, the connection with their families. I curated a 
large exhibition of [works by] an artist named George Morrison. And George himself, who was from 
the Grand Portage Indian Reservation, was taken from his family and put in a boarding school. There 
was disease . . . and it was an attempt to really eradicate the Indian culture. And that, to me, is a very 
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big problem. If it is hurtful to people, it is not something we should continue to condone in this 
church. 

__ 

Hello, my name is Jamie Bonczyk. Professionally, my background is in early childhood education. I 
wrote my master’s thesis on how children 3 to 5 develop bias. As the mother of a 5-year-old, when I 
walk by this, what I see is reinforcing stereotypes, reinforcing a white, European-American 
perception of history. Also, there’s a perception that Native Americans are not living and well now. I 
think sometimes the depictions of old history don’t allow for my daughter, who has asked me, “Do we 
know any Native Americans?” I was like: “Oh, yeah!” “But at church, they all wear headbands.” 
Environments teach children a lot about racism. I don’t want my daughter to come here to get 
messages that are against my values. 

__ 

My name’s Jerry Jorgenson. I think my opinion is the same as it was 70 years ago, when I was in 
elementary school; it’s a learning experience for me. I think the Pilgrims were immigrants. They 
came for religious freedom in the United States. There were 102 people on The Mayflower who came 
over; 45 died the first winter. They had an association with the Native Americans that helped them 
survive. That’s why I think of Thanksgiving as being maybe the last time anything good happened. I 
understand the ridiculousness of this. I understand on and on about the horrors we’ve done to Native 
Americans and continue to do—you drive over here [in the Plymouth neighborhood and on Franklin 
Avenue] and see them isolated on the streets. There’s still a lot to do. But I don’t think this 
encapsulated 400 years of horrors that we have done. Pilgrims weren’t exploiters. Jamestown started 
out to make money; they were wiped out. Eventually, the Plymouth Colony joined the Massachusetts 
Bay Company, which was a profit-making deal through the British government. I was just struck by, 
about half of them died the first winter; if it hadn’t been for the Native Americans, again, from my 
perception, they wouldn’t have survived.  

__  

I’m Gina Casselius. I was confirmed last year and became a member, but I’ve gone to this church 
pretty much my entire life. This church has always been such a welcoming place for me; I’ve always 
felt at home. But I feel like when we have things like this up and displayed at our church, it just 
doesn’t feel as welcoming. It doesn’t welcome different types of people [who are] unlike myself. And 
just from a youth perspective, we’ve talked about the embroideries a lot in our P.F. classes. It’s really 
been a main topic because we really feel that we want to invite so many different types of people. It 
doesn’t feel like having something displayed so grandly in our church doesn’t feel as inviting as we 
would hope it to be. 

__ 

Hi, I’m Susan Zoidis. Aunt Phoebe Haugen stood with me many, many years ago and I asked her, 
“What part of this embroidery did you do?” It wasn’t this one. And we stood there and she talked 
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about the muff on one of the ladies. Primarily, I come from an artist’s standpoint. I’ve been sitting 
here looking at this. Not only is it showing “false truths” in many of the corners, but we as a 
congregation, we were abolitionists. And I think this whole side is talking to our history in that 
realm, being strongly against slavery. So I’m just offering that this is a piece of artwork. And we, at 
Plymouth, know how to look at artwork. It can have a lot of interpretations, and it can have a lot of 
gifts. And I think it’s wonderful that we’re able to have this conversation about a wonderful piece of 
artwork.  

__ 

Hi, my name is Bill Davini. First of all, I’m just so impressed with the thoughtfulness that people are 
approaching this with. What I wanted to say about it was, that this kind of represents a moment in 
time, part of our myth of the Congregationalists. If you think of it as being aspirational, if you think 
of that gathering as being aspirational, even if it’s depicted with all of its flaws, I think it’s quite 
wonderful. It’s something that we would want to have happen, an event that we think has its basis in 
history. Where I think there is a tremendous problem is, if you look at it as a gloss to the Native 
American genocide that happened afterwards, that is a reality that we clearly don’t deal with at all. 
We have one panel where we’re very proud of our opposition to slavery and our fight against it. And 
we have nothing that discusses what were the Congregationalists’ part in the Native American 
genocide? which we are just completely ignoring. Those are some thoughts. 

__ 

Good morning, my name is Lisa Reed. I have a little trouble with everyone presenting this as the 
history of the United States, of moving Thanksgiving, which is the American holiday, I think not 
attached to any church. This is an idealized version of the history of Plymouth Church—against 
slavery and unfairness and for education. It’s the story of immigrants coming to this country and 
bringing what they could bring and taking what is given to them freely. And I think it’s a beautiful 
embroidery and trying to make a problem, a war within this church, about it is crushing to me. 

__ 

I’m Nancy Geertz-Larson. I grew up with some of this mythology of the First Thanksgiving and the 
discussions that have been going on the last few weeks have reminded me that it is a mythology. 
There was an article in the Star Tribune a few weeks ago that to me pointed out a possible middle 
way. It was about Concordia Language Villages—some of you have read it—they found out [the name 
of the German village had a strong association that of an area adjacent to a Nazi concentration 
camp]. Instead of changing the name of the German village, they are looking at different ways to 
educate. Someone earlier had said that just taking it down is like pretending it didn’t happen. So I 
really encourage us to think: Is there a way we can acknowledge the mythology, the damage done to 
Native peoples, the whitewashing? Is there a middle way? 

__ 
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I’m Dawn Wanous and I’m a Needler. Mary Carson, when she started this project, she found the best 
artist to depict history, as it was told in books. The artwork had to be interpreted by Needlers. So she 
looked hard and long for an artist—and the artist was Pauline Baynes, who was English. The women 
at Plymouth Church, and some of the men, researched and sent the information about the First 
Thanksgiving to Pauline Baynes. Now Pauline Baynes was an artist; she interpreted the stories that 
she read. And this is her interpretation; it’s not exactly exact but we weren’t there. I think we have to 
look at it as an artwork as well as a historical view. There are letters from Pauline Baynes in our 
Archives, that she and Mary Carson wrote back and forth for 40 years of the projects that we did . . . 
Any of you who are interested in Pauline’s expression of why she did what she did, they [the letters] 
are in the Archives and you can look at them. They are very interesting.  

__ 

My name is Sarah Lehman. When I think about what I want our church to be in the future, going 
forward, and who I would like it to be in this space, I really look at it as: I want all people to feel 
welcome here. That they can come and feel supported and enclosed in this space. What I have heard 
is that Native people who come to the church and come to this space, it’s very offensive to them. It 
doesn’t tell their story; it tells our white story. So from my place of whiteness and privilege, I can look 
at it a certain way—I may never fully understand what they see. But they’ve told us that it’s hurtful. 
For me to picture our church going forward, it’s not clear to me how we can keep stories up that 
people have told us are so hurtful. And my last thought is, that it is a piece of art—and there’s a very 
visceral response that people have to a piece of art. Just to keep that in mind. Thank you. 

__ 

Hello, I’m Kristin Bottemiller. I was just struck coming into this conversation. I don’t think we have 
to be looking for a less-than-optimal solution. I think that, as a congregation, we can come to really 
great solutions. I was struck this summer when I took my son and some of his friends to the 
[Minnesota State] Capitol building and saw the removal of artwork that I had gazed on as a child in 
the Governor’s waiting room (I guess that what it is called). I’m not saying that removing the way 
that they did is the right solution. But I do believe we have, through Concordia Language Villages 
and through our State Capitol, that perhaps it’s time to do some sort of looking at what are all the 
different kinds of solutions, the creative solutions that other organizations and institutions have 
come to, what are the solutions that our Native Americans have participated in, and use that as a 
basis for our decision, rather than our own . . . If we just talk to each other, we’ll just know what we 
already know.  

__ 

I’m Dorene Bruns. I’d like to segue off what she said because I have also been over at the Capitol. 
They just didn’t take them down, but they put them in another room, very close to one of the [State] 
Senate or House of Representatives rooms. They are displayed; they tell the story of the painting; 
and then they tell the story now. They explain things about it, and then the whole room is full of big 
pictures of Native Americans, professors at different colleges, talking about those paintings. It’s 



really a very educational piece—they’re still here. They’re not where they were before but I found it 
really respectful what they did. It’s very close—it’s a room where they have to go in, a board room 
where the legislators have to meet, so it’s front of them all the time. They have messages all around 
them to make sure they are thinking of Native Americans.  

__ 

Karen Reed. What you really need to do, before you start looking at all of this, there’s a packet you 
can purchase for a very reasonable amount. It looks like this [she holds up the 1974 Plymouth 
Embroidery booklet], except there are four, because we have four embroideries. And each one has a 
story to tell, behind it. It really helps you to understand. I had nothing to do with this [gestures to the 
New World embroidery behind her on the Guild Hall wall] but I worked on the three others. So I do 
understand somewhat what has happened. So you have to understand. What we did understand is 
that the American Indians met the Pilgrims when they came off the boat and gave them seeds of 
various kinds to plant and grow. And this is the first anniversary [of that meeting]. The Pilgrims then 
invited them, with the produce they had grown in the gardens—I could point it out [right below the 
Plymouth flame is a depiction of the Pilgrims’ houses and gardens]. It was a good thing for them to 
do for the Indians. The Indians came with more people than they had expected and, again, the 
Pilgrims made it worth their while. All of this is in these little booklets, one of the four, and I would 
suggest you get one of these.  

__ 

My name is David Astin. My first thought is to acknowledge Karen and all the Needlers for this 
incredible piece of work. It leaves us with multiple opportunities as a church. For the first time here 
or in any church, I feel there’s an opportunity here for respectful discussion, which is showing up 
already. I love that. It gives me a chance to be a believer, where I am. And I can talk with anyone of 
any perspective and make progress in feeling their covenant is working for all of us. When I walked 
in—I deal with images all the time—and this image is a metaphor for the people who sit in the pews. 
All of the issues we had then, we have now: gun violence, racism, sexism—all of them are there. We 
need to talk about it, and how are we, as a church, going to respond.  

__ 

My name is Meg Gisslen. It doesn’t matter how long I’ve been a member here, because I’m a member 
here. Have you read the phrase at the bottom of this tapestry? [“After God had carried us safe to New 
England and we had reared convenient places for God’s worship, one of the next things we looked 
for was to advance learning.”] I believe this is a quote from John Standish—right? Is he the guy? I 
was a math major, so I don’t really know. But it says, “we looked for a way to advance learning.” And 
that’s what this is all about. I love this tapestry. I love it. It represents to me hundreds of thousands of 
hours of people, women in this church, who had to audition, I will tell you, to be a stitcher [Needler]. 
They put all of this time into this beautiful piece of artwork—it is a beautiful piece of artwork. It is not 
a photo. It is about mythology. Would it make people happy if we took it down and put a little more 
shading on the Native Americans? I don’t know: perhaps that’s a solution. But it is a myth—that’s 
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been pointed out. So this is an opportunity for us to advance learning. But I certainly don’t want to 
throw the baby out with the bath water.  

__ 

My name is Dawn Hofstrand. I think this is an incredibly important discussion. But, with all due 
respect, I wanted to say something about other parts of our community here at Plymouth Church. 
Groveland Food Shelf, which is right down there [gestures down to the lower level at the northern 
part of the building, where the Food Shelf is housed], has a member of their community—who is a 
member of our community—who volunteers there, who has been volunteering for years. She’s Native 
American. She slept on the steps of Plymouth for most of last winter. I just want us to . . . it’s 
important, it’s significant, I’m not minimizing that at all. But let’s also keep in mind these other 
things, some of the things we could work at, things we could do now. That’s it. 

__ 

[Paula Northwood] I’m going to call it because we need to clean up this room. Thankfully, we’re 
going to have three more conversations. I wanted to say that I’m actually really, really proud of you 
because you really did a fine job speaking from your own heart—and that’s what we wanted. And I 
also do not want you to leave, especially if you’re a Needler, that there is any disrespect to the work 
that you’ve done. I would actually like to invite any of you who have worked on any of the 
embroideries to stand and we give you some credit here for all the work that you’ve done.  

Because I can assure you when they were working around the embroideries, if they ever knew that 
what they were doing was going to hurt someone’s feelings, it would have broken their hearts.  

So I want us to keep that in mind. Again, thank you to everyone. If you didn’t get a chance to talk and 
you have something on your heart that you’d like to say, please come next week. Thank you for a 
really good kickoff to this conversation.   

 

—Transcript from the audio recording by Allison Campbell Jensen, who was present at the 
discussion on Nov. 4. Please contact her about any errors at allisoncj@plymouth.org. Materials in 
[brackets] are insertions Jensen made after the conversation, primarily for clarity and to offer 
relevant information.  
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