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ON BEING BLACK

Black immigrants are part 
of the American story

“Protect Black migrants!” echoed the crowd. 
Those same words were emblazoned 
on our bright yellow T-shirts, and Nana 

Gyamfi’s powerful voice trembled through the mega-
phone. 

My eyes watered as I heard the moving story of a 
Haitian mother whose husband had been recently 
deported. We peacefully demonstrated and listened as 
nationally renowned activist Nana Gyamfi, executive 
director of the Black Alliance for Just Immigration, 
urged the crowd to celebrate the Black immigrant 
story. 

It was a warm autumn morning in Nevada, as I was 
participating in a demonstration and news conference 
in front of the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment Investigations building where, just above us, 
captives were being held in solitary confinement. I was 
far from Lancaster, but felt at home as I found myself 
on the corner of Las Vegas Boulevard, bearing witness 
to the struggles of Black immigrants and refugees. 

I was joined by other refugee and immigrant activ-
ists from across the country and local faith leaders as 
we stood in solidarity against anti-Black immigration 
policy. 

I was representing Church World Service Lancaster 
at the National Immigrant Integration Conference 
this past October. The local media, and even folks 
walking by, stopped and joined the demonstration 
organized by the Black Alliance for Just Immigration, 
a sponsor of the conference. Hearing the collective 
chanting voices of the crowd, as we bore witness to the 
struggles of Black immigrants, was a moment I will 
never forget. It was a clear reminder of the need to 
protect Black immigrants in the organizing work I do 
back home. 

The need for the protection of Black immigrants has 
never been more important. A Pew Research Center 
study released last month found that 1 in 10 Black 
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BLACK HISTORY MONTH

Reflecting on life as a Black
man and university leader

Looking back at the 
events and activi-
ties held to celebrate 

Black History Month was 
an excellent opportunity 
to reflect on being a Black 
man in America.

Until I arrived in the 
United States as a gradu-
ate student, my skin color, 
which represents a physi-
cal proxy for my race, was 
not an issue in my daily life. 
However, upon enrolling in 
an academic department 
where none of the faculty 
members looked like me, 
my sense of race was sharply 
awakened. When my future 
wife enrolled in the same 
department as a gradu-
ate student the following 
year, the number of African 
American students doubled. 

As a microbiologist, the 
first time I felt the impact 
of being a Black person in 
America was when I found 
myself as the only represen-
tative of my race in a room 
of about 100 people at a 
professional meeting. It felt 

lonely but also empower-
ing because I was the odd 
one out in that room. That 
is when I decided to look 
beyond the construct of 
race and its accompanying 
stereotypes so that I could 
strive as hard as possible 
to survive and thrive in my 
chosen profession as an 
academic. 

Fast-forward to my first 
day as an assistant professor 
in an introductory biol-
ogy class when a student 
challenged my role as the 
instructor because there 
were no Black professors 
in the department. This 
institution was in a major 
city where about 45% of the 
people living or working 
there, including the mayor, 
were Black.

As you can imagine, I 
have had other experiences 
where perceptions about 
me were derived from how 
I look before I even said a 
word. In most cases, having 
an accent leads to either 
better acceptance or less 

respect, but I always take it 
in stride because my ethnic-
ity is not the only factor that 
determines who I am.

Fortunately, my upbring-
ing in Ghana often helps me 
to overlook any stereotypi-
cal opinions others create 
about me. As my grandson 
has taught me, because 

I wasn’t born and didn’t 
grow up in this country, 
my experiences differ from 
those of a typical Black man 
in America. Ultimately, it 
is a privilege and a blessing 
to serve as a role model for 
those who look like me by 
endeavoring to do well in 
whatever I do. 

Black theater pro’s quest to
bring Black experience to stage

SUBMITTED PHOTOS

As a 5-year-old with endless 
energy, my mother enrolled 
  me in summer theater camp. 

Thus began my life in the field I love.
I spent several summers at camp, 

learning as much as I could. I studied 
theater in college, and during my 
first show, we were given freedom to 
decide how to develop our characters 
onstage, and tell the truth through our 
storytelling without losing ourselves 
completely, a technique I center in my 
own directing process. 

After college I moved to Lancaster 
because of the many theaters we have 
here. I quickly learned that just be-
cause I was a good actress didn’t mean 
I would easily get roles. I had to set 
my sights on shows that were within 
my wheelhouse. It wasn’t until spring 
2016, seven months after I moved to 
Lancaster, that I realized my unique-

ness as a Black woman in theater. 
I was cast in “Facing Our Truth: 

Ten Minute Plays on Trayvon, Race,
and Privilege,” produced by Creative
Works of Lancaster. The play was 
“Night Vision” by Dominique Moris-
seau, a Black woman playwright, and 
our director was a Black man, Ismail 
Smith-Wade-El (now Lancaster City 
Council president and a Democratic 
candidate for the state House). We 
bonded, and soon I felt comfortable 
enough to open up about my insecuri-
ties. 

I told Izzy that I grew up in a white 
family on a farm in rural Pennsylvania 
and I didn’t “sound Black.” And in that 
moment, Izzy looked at me and asked, 
“Starleisha, are you a Black woman?” 
“Of course,” I replied. “Then you 
sound like a Black woman, and you 
are Black enough. You don’t have to be 

anything other than who you are.” 
A few years later, after watching so 

many of my talented Black friends 
be cast as enslaved persons, maids or 
diversity hires, I decided that enough 
was enough. If the white Lancaster 
theaters weren’t going to come to 
their senses and make room for us, I 
would do it myself. 

So in 2020, I launched Disrupt 
Theatre Company. I knew that the 
first play I wanted to produce was 
“Smart People” by African American 
playwright and academic Lydia R. 
Diamond. I also knew that I wanted 
my friend Corey Landis, who is also 
a Black woman, to experience being 
in a show that centers a smart, Black 
woman who could hold her own.

During the rehearsal process for 
“Smart People,” Corey and I had a 
conversation that was much like 
the conversation I had with Izzy. I 
assured Corey that her existence as 
a Black woman, no matter where 
she grew up or how she sounded, 
was enough. All she had to do was be 
herself. 

Three scenes from the life of a theater professional: Starleisha Michelle Gingrich as a child, attending Story Theatre Camp at 
the Totem Pole Playhouse in Fayetteville, Franklin County, in 1998; Gingrich plays a member of the girl group The Dynamites in 
Ephrata Performing Arts Center’s production of “Hairspray” in 2017; Gingrich stars as the narrator in Wynton Marsalis’ “A Fiddler’s 
Tale” at Fulton Theatre in 2021.

n Daniel Wubah became Millersville University’s 15th president in July 
2018. Twitter: @VillePresident.

 King and president
The responsibilities and 

identities that personify 
who I am add another layer 
of complexity. As a tribal 

king at Breman Asikuma in 
the Central Region of Ghana 
and president of Millersville 
University, I serve by carry-
ing two communities on my 

WUBAH, page F4

n Starleisha Michelle Gingrich is a Lancast-
er-based storyteller, creative and theater 
professional. She is also the outreach and 
education coordinator at Fulton Theatre and 
a social justice educator through YWCA Lan-
caster’s Center for Racial and Gender Equity. 
She founded Disrupt Theatre Company in 
2020.
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n Ahmed Ahmed is a former refugee and community organizer 
who lives in Lancaster city.

AHMED, page F4

LOCAL REFLECTIONS ON UKRAINE, PAGES F2 AND F4

Dr. Daniel Wubah, president of Millersville University, gives his inauguration speech April 18, 2019.
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shoulders simultaneously. More 
often than not, the two roles are 
parallel because both require em-
ploying similar leadership skills. 
But there are times when they 
intersect to create a stress point. 

In both roles, I seek daily to be 
a good listener, exhibit integrity, 
selflessness and self-awareness, 
and communicate effectively. Hav-
ing a competent group of people 
around me is critical in both roles. 
For example, my president’s cabi-
net at Millersville University and 
council of elders in Ghana serve 
similar purposes for my role as a 
president and traditional ruler; 
both entities work for the proper 
functioning of their communities. 
Both of my roles require a deep 
understanding of how to manage 
resources, both human and fiscal, 
while making difficult decisions. 

My campus community does 
not expect me to use my personal 
resources to cover institutional 
costs. But it is presumed by my 
people in Ghana that in addi-
tion to our communal assets, my 
personal assets can be used as the 
primary source of fiscal support 
for the well-being of the commu-
nity. 

Because disagreements are in-
herently built into every commu-
nity, conflict resolution is a skill 
demanded by both roles. But there 
are differences.

Tackling family, property and 
marital disputes occupies most 
of my time in Ghana, whereas
the majority of the disputes that 
I have to resolve as university 
president often emanate from a 
lack of professional communica-
tion and clarification of policies 

and practices. Presiding over 
ceremony — whether at univer-
sity commencements or sitting in 
state during tribal ceremonies — is 
common to both roles. 

Finally, as a traditional ruler, I 
serve as the physical represen-
tative of our ancestors, but as a 
president I serve as the face of 
Millersville University. So the 
two roles are separate, yet inter-
twined, and therein lies the daily 
path on which I walk.

The importance  
of mentors

To be effective on this journey, 
I have been fortunate to have 
mentors to guide me. The word 
“mentor” is often defined as a wise 
and trusted counselor or teacher. 
I have been guided and influenced 
by mentors at different stages, 
personally and professionally. 
I often tell others that I am still 
being mentored because there are 
presidents and rulers who have 
been in their roles longer than I 
have been in mine. In the Ghana-
ian tradition, we respect and hold 
in high regard anyone who is older 
than us because with age comes 
wisdom. 

Mentorship is built around two 
concepts: teaching and guiding, 
which I believe are the two foun-
dational attributes for building 
good relationships in a commu-
nity. Hence, I am convinced that 
mentorship occurs when a person 
teaches and/or supports another 
person and uses his or her knowl-
edge, experiences and other assets 
to guide and help that person. If 
done right, mentorship leads to 
vibrant communities because we 

people in the U.S. are immigrants. 
Black refugees and immigrants 
have historically faced extreme 
challenges as victims of enslave-
ment, exploitation, political 
persecution and ethnic cleansing. 
Even after resettlement, Black im-
migrant and refugee families still 
face challenges in their assimila-
tion and integration into their 
new communities. They are often 
wrongfully discriminated against 
for not just being foreigners, but 
simply because they are Black. 

Lancaster County is so fortunate 
to have a large and diverse refu-
gee and immigrant community. 
Many of us are Black immigrants, 
and our stories and contributions 
ought to be highlighted. Lancaster 

has become a new home where 
former refugees — from Haiti to 
Rwanda, from South Sudan to 
Democratic Republic of Congo — 
can become proud Lancastrians 
and where a Haitian American, 
Lochard Calixte, can even serve on 
Lancaster City Council. 

Lancaster is also lucky to have 
many Black immigrant entre-
preneurs, business owners and 
faith leaders. However, we must 
support these leaders and col-
lectively uplift and celebrate our 
Black immigrant communities. 
We have worked on the COVID-19 
front lines, marched peacefully 
in the protests sparked by George 
Floyd’s killing and continue to be 
strong pillars in our society. Lan-
caster is better because of its Black 

Part of what I do professionally 
is have hard conversations, and 
ask hard questions. How do we tell 
stories of historically marginal-
ized people while preserving the 
dignity and humanity of artists 
who are Black, Indigenous and 
people of color? I’ve observed 
that plays and musicals that cen-
ter Black death and Black pain 
as a means to evoke emotion can 
take a negative emotional toll on 
the Black actors who are onstage. 

 In 2016, I was in “Big River,” 
a musical adaptation of Mark 

Twain’s “The Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn.” My char-
acter was an enslaved woman 
singing about freedom for her 
and her fellow captives. It was 
an intense moment in the show 
and the pressure to do it justice 
was ever-present. The week 
Philando Castile was killed by 
police in Minnesota in front of 
his girlfriend and her 4-year-old 
daughter, I broke down in tears 
at rehearsal. How was I to convey 
the desire for freedom in “pre-
Civil War Mississippi” when 
freedom wasn’t present in 2016? 

Every performance, I left the the-
ater feeling heavy and exhausted. 
I knew I couldn’t perform like 
this again. 

Disrupt Theatre Company’s 
goal is to center Black joy, Black 
love, Black friendship and Black-
ness in all its forms onstage. 
Are there some shows that deal 
with heavier themes that we will 
present? Of course. But my com-
mitment to honoring the Black 
experience means that I will hire 
professionals to be available to 
fill in any gaps I cannot fill. Black, 
Indigenous and people of color 
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all learn to depend on each other. 
My mother and maternal 

grandfather were my mentors and 
heroes because of how they raised 
me. Family members are not often 
considered mentors, but in my 
case they set such high bars for 
me at pivotal stages in my life that 
they have collectively contrib-
uted to who I am now. While I 
didn’t understand or enjoy some 
of the challenges that I endured 
while I was growing up, today I 
have a better appreciation for 
their rationale. 

I have mentors in academia, 
too, with whom I keep in touch, 
especially when I have to make 
difficult decisions or need af-
firmation about major profes-
sional initiatives. Of them, only 
one — Freeman A. Hrabowski 
III, president of the University 
of Maryland, Baltimore County 
— is Black. This may be due to 
the dearth of people who look like 
me in leadership roles, though
recent trends indicate that there is 
a gradual increase in the number 
of leaders in academia who are 
people of color. 

Back in Ghana, two long-serving 
traditional rulers in our district 

serve as my informal mentors 
because they know more about 
our traditional norms and cultural 
rituals than I do. 

Much as I have been mentored, 
I have made an effort to — and 
have had the good fortune to — 
work with bright and motivated 
students who considered me as 
their mentor. Among them are 
27 physicians, seven professors 
and research scientists, 11 teach-
ers and nine entrepreneurs who 
worked in my lab as undergradu-
ate or graduate students. 

Inclusion in discourse
When I arrived at Millersville in 

July 2018, there was only one “I” 
in our stated core values. At that 
time, we assumed that diversity 
and inclusion went together. But 
after antisemitic graffiti was found 
on campus that fall semester, we 
added inclusion to what we call 
our EPPIIC values (the other val-
ues are exploration, professional-
ism, public mission, integrity and 
compassion). This addition was a 
major step for our community. I 
often talk about our values as that 
North Star in everything we do 

across campus, and that North Star 
has emboldened us to make efforts 
to be more inclusive than before. 

Efforts to be inclusive have been 
most impactful in our community 
since we returned to campus dur-
ing this pandemic. Humans are 
social beings, so interacting with 
each other in person is necessary 
for creating authentic relation-
ships. Despite attempts to create 
virtual communities during the 
pandemic, we lost some traction 
in being inclusive. A sign of the 
desire for interaction: Attendance 
at sporting events was higher than 
in the pre-pandemic period. I as-
sume our community now values 
inclusion more because of the 
physical isolation that we experi-
enced in the early portion of the 
pandemic. Ultimately, I believe we 
have a greater chance of produc-
ing highly creative, educated and 
engaged citizens if we educate our 
students on a campus that strives 
to be diverse and practices inclu-
sion across everything that we do. 

As Black History Month comes 
to a close, it’s vital that we remem-
ber that our efforts to create a 
vibrant and inclusive community 
don’t end Feb. 28. We need to put 
into practice programs that help 
all students, including students 
of color. At Millersville, we are 
working hard to attract, retain and 
graduate minority students, and 
to recruit faculty and staff from 
minority groups.

Inclusion is creating a com-
munity on campus, in Lancaster 
County and across the United 
States, where different voices are 
welcomed and respectfully heard 
and where every individual feels a 
sense of belonging. 

immigrant communities. 
Certified by the Georgia-based 

nonprofit Welcoming America as a 
“Welcoming City,” Lancaster must 
support the diversity and wel-
coming spirit that is entrenched 
in the history of not only the city 
but Lancaster County as a whole. 
Across our county, languages 
like Kinyarwanda, Swahili and 
Amharic can be heard from East 

Petersburg to Ephrata. It is up to 
us to celebrate our new neighbors 
and mitigate the challenges and 
discrimination they may face as 
new Lancaster County residents.

We must call on our elected of-
ficials to join the more than 100 
members of Congress who have 
recently asked President Joe 
Biden to address the “disparate 
and often inhumane treatment” 

of Black immigrants. We must also 
support refugee nonprofit and 
resettlement organizations that 
are anticipating more refugees 
because the Biden administration 
raised the refugee admissions cap 
to 125,000 for fiscal year 2022. It 
will take all of us to advocate for 
the needed change. 

I often look back on that warm 
morning in Nevada and am re-
minded to continue to celebrate 
Black voices in my community 
and vow to always protect Black 
immigrants. As we near the end of 
this Black History Month, let us 
recognize and celebrate the con-
tributions of our Black immigrant 
communities and learn from the 
wisdom of their stories. Our new-
est neighbors are counting on us. 

Continued from F1
As my grandson has taught me, because 

I wasn’t born and didn’t grow up in 
this country, my experiences differ 

from those of a typical Black man in 
America. Ultimately, it is a privilege and 

a blessing to serve as a role model for 
those who look like me by endeavoring 

to do well in whatever I do.

Continued from F1 as directors and stage managers. 
Black, Indigenous and people of 
color as intimacy coordinators, 
psychologists, clergy members 
and trained social justice facili-
tators. These are all necessary 
hires when presenting shows that 
center the Black experience. 

I am of the belief that if theater 
is a safe and brave space to have 
fun, be ourselves and explore, 
then Black folks and other people 
of color need to be protected, 
supported and appropriately 
compensated every step of the 
way. Otherwise, it is negligence 

for the sake of art, and it can lead 
to racial harm and violence. 

Lancaster is uniquely situ-
ated to support organizations 
like Teatro Paloma, Lancaster’s 
Latinx theater company, and 
Disrupt Theatre Company, and 
the tireless work that artists who 
are Black, Indigenous and people 
of color put into our events. 

If Lancaster is the cultural hub 
that we brag about it being, we 
need to show that we value the 
humanity of our diverse popu-
lations and allow us to be fully 
ourselves — offstage and onstage.

The need for the protection of Black 
immigrants has never been more 

important. A Pew Research Center study 
released last month found that 1 in 10 

Black people in the U.S. are immigrants.

Continued from F1

Unprovoked Ukraine invasion
goes against Jesus’ teaching

Like many of you I suspect, 
I have been watching the 
events unfolding in Ukraine 

with a heavy heart and a growing 
sense of alarm.

A heavy heart, because of the 
vast human suffering that will cer-
tainly be unleashed by such naked 
and unprovoked aggression.

Families will be forced to flee 
their homes. Those who cannot 
flee may face the prospect of being 
unjustly imprisoned by the invad-
ers, sent to internment camps and 
having their homes and posses-
sions confiscated — assuming they 
are lucky enough to survive the 
shooting and the shelling.

It is impossible for me to com-
prehend such cruelty and even 
though human history is littered 
with it, its reappearance today on 
this massive scale takes my breath 
away. 

And so, along with sadness, I 

the country, the blatant attempt 
to marginalize and silence entire 
communities, and the violent 
insurrection at the U.S. Capitol on 
Jan. 6, 2021.

The unlawful invasion of 
Ukraine is yet another expression 
of a growing authoritarianism 
that is profoundly inconsistent 
with the kingdom of God as Jesus 
taught and preached.

The kingdom of God calls on us 
to protect the weak, provide for 
the poor, care for the vulnerable 
and pursue justice and equity for 
all. 

Liberal democracies at their best 
aspire to this, even when their 
practice falls woefully short, as 
it does with depressing regular-
ity. Liberal democracy requires 
humility, repentance, forgiveness 
and an openness to the experi-
ences of others.

On the other hand, authoritar-
ian autocracies reject these values 
outright. They spurn them as 
foolishness and weakness.

A liberal democracy is hard, 
humbling work. It is counterintui-

tive. It does not come naturally.
An authoritarian autocracy is as 

natural as scratching the itch of its 
own grievance, justified or not. In 
the short term, perhaps very satis-
fying; in the long term, disastrous
and massively destructive, as his-
tory shows time and again.

And so the rise of authoritar-
ians today is alarming and should 
stir the followers of Jesus to raise 
their voices as one, in witness to 
a higher calling — a better way of 
being in the world than simply 
the might-makes-right ethic of an 
authoritarian worldview.

The kingdom of God is not the 
property of any political system 
or party. It does not come by 
invasion, it is not voted into be-
ing, nor does it arrive at the end 
of a gun.

As Jesus says, “The wind blows 
where it chooses, and you hear 
the sound of it, but you do not 
know where it comes from or 
where it goes” (John 3:8).

The kingdom of God comes 
through the Holy Spirit, when 
the human heart is warmed by 

the light of God’s love and takes
up a new way of being in the
world.

Whenever and wherever, we 
recognize each other as sisters
and brothers — the unequivocal 
children of God — we take our 
first wobbly baby steps in the 
kingdom of God.

And so this Sunday when we 
celebrate the transfiguration of 
our Lord, we will be praying for 
the people of Ukraine. We will 
pray that God “transfigures” our 
hearts with a new and radiant 
vision of who God made us to be 
and commit ourselves again to live 
that vision now.

We will pray that God turns ag-
gressors from their aggressions. 
We will offer our prayers on behalf 
of peace and for all those who 
work to heal our broken world, 
from our local neighborhoods to 
the global arena. And we will pray 
for the grace and the courage to 
start again.

n Rev. Charles H. Oberkehr is pastor of 
Trinity Lutheran Church in New Holland.

have felt a growing sense of alarm 
that authoritarians are on the rise 
worldwide, including here in the 
United States.

In the past few years, we’ve seen 
the rise of hate groups; a violent 
and antisemitic march in Charlot-
tesville, Virginia; the banning of 
books; the attempt to scrub and 
sanitize our history instead of 
learning its lessons. 

We’ve witnessed mass shootings 
in synagogues, bomb scares at 
historically Black colleges across 
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