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Bishop George D. McKinney takes the pulpit as he has thousands of times since founding St. Stephen’s Cathedra l Church 
of God in Christ in 1962 in San Diego. The church runs four services each Sunday, including one in Spanish. St. Stephen’s 
50th anniversar y ce lebration coincides with the nationa lly-renowned pastor’s 80th bir thday. 

Bishop McKinney honored for 50 years at St. Stephen’s
By Lori Arnold

SAN DIEGO — Even as a young 
man, George Dallas McKinney was 
keen on following the lead of the 
Holy Spirit. He came by it honestly. 
Descendant of slaves on both sides 
of his family, McKinney clung to 
the spiritual heritage of his mater-
nal great-grandfather, Billy Thomp-
son—who upon emancipation in 
Georgia—headed straight to Ar-
kansas to start a church. 

“We’ve been in the church plant-
ing business a long time,” Thomp-
son’s great-grandson said.

After pursuing his education 
in Ohio and Michigan, McKinney 
yielded once again to the Holy 
Spirit.

“I believe the Lord led me to 
come to San Diego,” he said. “I had 
a clear vision that my life’s work 
would be in California, so I fol-
lowed that vision.”

His indelible fi ngerprints are all 
over Southeast San Diego and well 
beyond, since taking a post with the 
probation department and starting 
his own congregation, St. Stephen’s 

Cathedral Church of God in Christ. 
Since 1985 he’s served as Bishop of 
the Second Ecclesiastical Jurisdic-
tion of Southern California for the 
Church of God in Christ, oversee-
ing 46 congregations in San Diego, 
Los Angeles, Riverside and San Ber-
nardino counties.

On Aug. 11, the congregation will 
celebrate his 80th birthday, which 
fall two days earlier. In September 
they will celebrate the church’s 50th 
anniversary.

“I think we have attempted to 
trust God for guidance and for di-
rection, to live a surrendered life, 
which means that when I fail, when 
I miss the mark, when I fall, I know 
what to do to: repent, to get forgive-
ness and be restored,” the bishop 
said of the hallmark philosophy 
he’s used to guide his fl ock. 

“I know I can’t wallow in my fail-
ures and shortcomings, but I know 
that if we say we have no sins we 
lie, but if we confess our sins God 
is faithful and just to forgive us of 
our sins and cleanse us of all un-
righteousness.”

•••

When he arrived in San Diego 
in 1959, the sleepy seaside city was 
just coming into its own, McKinney 
recalled. According to the 1960 
census, San Diego had 573,224 resi-
dents, dwarfed by the burgeoning 
Los Angeles, which had 2.4 million 

residents living within the city limits 
alone. Calling it a “village city,” he 
noted San Diego’s large naval pres-
ence and the development of edu-
cation and research facilities with 
the launching of the Salk Institute 
for Biological Studies and the Uni-
versity of California, San Diego. 

There was also a dark side to the 
city, McKinney said.

“It was also noticeable where this 
was a town of a great deal of racism, 
and injustice that was systematic,” 
he said. “It was not unique to San 
Diego.”

Most local employment oppor-
tunities for blacks, he said, were 
limited to elevator operators, shoe-
shine boys and newspaper carriers. 
Less than a dozen black lawyers or 
doctors practiced in the city, the 
longtime pastor said.

“It was a very limited opportunity 
for employment for black people 
here because it was basically a 
southern city with limited opportu-
nities,” he said.

In 1964, when white evangelist 
Billy Graham brought his crusade 
to the city for the second time, 
McKinney was tapped to help in-
crease the involvement of black 
churches. Since the mid-’50s Gra-
ham had made a concerted effort 
to desegregate his revivals by hiring 
African-American evangelist How-
ard O. Jones to bridge the racial 
barriers.

McKinney, a personal friend of 
Graham, said although the noted 
evangelist had supported the civil 
rights movement—even bailing Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. out of jail for 
his protest work—many blacks were 
still weary of the white preacher.

“At that time none of the black 
churches were willing to openly 
participate,” he said. “He became 
very aggressive in his pursuit of jus-
tice and peace and brotherhood. 
He became an ambassador of the 
Kingdom. But the people of the 
’60s didn’t know that. We called 
meetings at St. Stephen’s, but no-
body would show up.”

The threads of racism also spilled 
over into San Diego’s local neigh-
borhoods.

“It was a time when the housing 
was segregated,” he said. “There 
were restricted covenants.”

In 1969, with his church fi rmly 
established and his bi-vocational 
days of working with the probation 
department behind him, McKin-
ney—seeking move-up housing for 
his growing family—went into es-
crow for a home in Spring Valley.

 “The neighbors went to the bank 
and told them, ‘We don’t want any 
negroes in this area,’ and so the 
bank canceled my escrow,” the 
bishop said.

For the next four months, the 
McKinneys lived in “motels and 
makeshift places.”

A young George D. McKinney is 
profi led in an Evening Tribune ar ticle 
about the church’s work in the San 
Diego community.

“It was very racist, but that’s dif-
ferent now,” he said. “I thank God 
that I’ve been a part of helping to 
make some changes.”

For the most part, the changes 
have been dramatic, though McK-
inney says there is room for im-
provement, especially in the arena 
of crime sentencing, which he 
believes still targets blacks. Sen-
tencing guidelines for example, 
are generally lighter for cocaine—
which McKinney said is primarily 
used by whites—than for crack co-
caine a drug of economic choice 
for blacks. 

Although pockets of racism still 
remain, as they do across the coun-
try, McKinney said the region has 
primarily evolved from its once dark 
days of oppression. The evidence of 
that belief was clearly seen in 2003, 
when the Graham team returned to 
San Diego for another community-
wide evangelistic mission. 

“There was not enough room at 
St. Stephen’s for the people,” McK-
inney said of those wishing to par-
ticipate in planning meetings. “The 
church was fi lled. The mission and 
the crusade was a beautiful thing. 
There’s been tremendous change 
for the better: understanding the 
meaning of fellowship in Christ 
and the brotherhood. The walls 
that we built that separate us are 
being torn down—not as fast as we 
like, but they are being torn down 
and we give God praise.”

•••

Pastors are accustomed to the 
phone ringing in the middle of 
the night. It’s an essential part of 
the job description, even if it rarely 
shows up on resumes. Relationship 
building is often a messy business, 
and pastors are generally the fi rst 
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Christian Examiner staff report

IRVINE — Forty high school stu-
dents, some from as far away as China, 
attended Concordia University’s inau-
gural Teen Entrepreneur Academy.

The camp, which ran from July 
15 to 20, catered to aspiring young 
business owners with curriculum that 
encouraged inventiveness and creativ-
ity, while teaching entrepreneurship 
principles for future business start-ups. 
Assisting the students were 25 local 
entrepreneurs and business owners, 
who as guest speakers, shared their 
real-world experiences. The lectures 
complemented the curriculum and 
textbook “Young Entrepreneur’s Guide 
to Starting a Business,” which covers 
such topics as identifying problems, 
seeing needs, creating opportunities, 
developing the business idea, sales, 
marketing, competition and fi nancing.

In establishing the camp, Con-
cordia President Dr. Kurt Krueger 
cited a 2011 Gallup survey which re-
vealed that 85 percent of America’s 
teenagers indicated that they wish 
they had more business education 
in high school, with 75 percent in-
dicated they wanting to learn how 
to start their own business.  

“This is the need we responded 
to,” Krueger said. “People say, ‘It’s 
never too late.’ We say, ‘It’s never 
too early’ to introduce teenagers to 
entrepreneurship principles.”

Academy attendees spent six days 
living and working on the Concor-
dia campus and going on fi eld trips 
to area companies. The academy 
concluded with a business plan 
competition that offered a $1,000 
prize to the best business plan, said 
Stephen Christensen, who founded 

Students enrolled in the inaugura l Teen Entrepreneur Academy listen to one 
of the ir instructors during the weeklong camp, which was he ld at Concordia 
University in Irvine .

Teenagers attend Concordia University 
entrepreneur summer camp in Irvine 

the Teen Entrepreneur Academy. 
Adam Brownell, a student at San 

Clemente High School, took home 
the prize for his start-up business, a 
social media company called Juke-
Box, designed as an online, enter-
tainment-oriented social media 
business that creates a platform for 
upcoming musical artists and inde-
pendent studios to showcase their 
new work,

“Our goal is to introduce en-
trepreneurial skills at an early age 
and nurture an entrepreneurial 
drive and values that would set stu-
dents on the right path for success 
in achieving their career and life 
goals,” said Christensen, who also 

serves as Concordia’s executive vice 
president for external relations and 
is an entrepreneurship business in-
structor.

The program leader said he de-
veloped the program to counter a 
declining job market for teens ages 
16 to 19 by increasing start-up com-
panies and small businesses, which 
account for most of today’s job 
creation. In addition to the practi-
cal skills taught by the academy, its 
focus is to foster creativity, knowl-
edge, independence, integrity and 
entrepreneurial ventures among 
teens. It also encourages students 
to complete high school and attend 
college. 

Sponsors for the program include 
UPS, Entrepreneur Magazine, Defi n-
iti Healthcare Management, Orange 
County Business Council, Irvine Cham-
ber of Commerce, OC METRO, U.S. 
Small Business Administration, Wright, 
Ford, Young & Company, Faith and 
Work Life and the Concordia University 
Center for Faith & Business. Additional 
partners include Century High School, 
Santa Ana High, Nicholas Academic 
Centers, NOVA Academy/Olive Crest 
Foster Homes, Delhi Center and Hu-
man Options.

For more information, visit www.
cui.edu / yea.

Located in a serene valley nestled in the San Jacinto Foothills, 7.5 miles southeast of Hemet. 285 
acres with two large ranch-style lodges accommodating up to 120 people. Offering comprehensive 
retreat packages year round for all kinds of retreats. Delicious meals catered.

A quiet place, far from the hectic pace... where blue skies, clean air, peace and fun abound


