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“Race prejudice is not only a shadow over the [black] – 

it is a shadow over all of us, and the shadow is darkest 

over those who feel it least and allow its evil effects to go on.”

-- Pearl S. Buck
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Reading:  from an article by Linda Shrieves entitled “The theory of the inner racist” which appeared in The News-Gazette on December 12, 2006

When comedian Michael Richards unleashed a verbal rant at two African-American hecklers in a comedy club recently, he unwittingly sparked a national discussion…


In a country that has shied away from examining racism, Richards’ rant and Mel Gibson’s drunken anti-semitic tirade have led many to wonder:  Could there be an inner racist in all of us?...


[Sociology professor Joe Feagin said,] “Americans have learned that it is unacceptable to make racist comments in public – a “frontstage” arena.  Yet “backstage,” in small groups of friends or family, white people regularly use racist language and tell racist jokes… What happens – and I suspect this is something like the Richards case – is frequently whites let the backstage crash into the frontstage.”… 


Kurt Young has heard Americans say that we’ve moved beyond racism, but as a black man and a political science professor he doesn’t buy it.


Just last year, he was driving through a Tampa, Fla., neighborhood with his father when police pulled him over, allegedly for running a stop sign.  Young said he stopped at the sign, yet officers searched his vehicle and delayed him for 20 minutes.


“This is so common, it is sounds trivial,” said Young, a professor at the University of Central Florida.  “It’s what everyone calls the ‘driving-while-black’ phenomenon.  It’s part of institutional racism.”


When Young heard about Richards’ comedy club rant, he wasn’t surprised: “His comments fall right in line with the fact that we’re still in a society that has, at its very root, matters of race and racism.  People say we’ve moved beyond racism and I say, “Tell me the point when racism stopped.”


As Americans have moved toward politically correct speech, it became harder to know if they’re racist or if they’re hiding their views…


Robert Boyers, a cultural critic and professor at Skidmore College [said], if you believe that everyone is inherently racist, then no one can be held responsible.


“It’s the kind of tempting conclusion that lets everyone off the hook,” Boyers said.  “If everyone is inherently racist, if no matter what we learn in school or learn by reading or learn by experience, we continue to think of ourselves as in some way racist, then I have to suppose that we can no longer blame ourselves for anything we say or do.”


And that, he said, is no prescription for change.

Reading: from an article by Christine Des Garennes entitled  “Sorority, fraternity hit with sanctions” that appeared on the front page of the News-Gazette on November 29, 2006


A University of Illinois advisory board has imposed sanctions on a fraternity and sorority following its investigation into a “Tacos and Tequila” party held earlier this fall…


The Oct. 5 party was hosted by the fraternity Zeta Beta Tau and involved members of the sorority Delta Delta Delta.  Some students attending the party reportedly dressed up as Latino and Latina farmers, gardeners, pregnant women and illegal aliens.


UI Dean of Students Bill Riley said some of the students’ behaviors were “not just insensitive, but some (students) were downright degrading in how they depicted themselves.”


Several hundred students held a rally on campus in late October to protest the party and to urge administrators to condemn the behavior and take action…
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What is that state of racism today?  Have we succeeded in removing the ugly blemish of racism from our society?  Surely we must be getting close.

It seems there is universal agreement that racism is a bad thing.  Everyone agrees that discriminating against people on the basis of the color of their skin is wrong.  Certainly we here this morning believe racism is an intolerable evil.  We are committed to confronting racism wherever it rears its ugly head.  None of us are racists.

Unitarian Universalists have fought against racism for years.  We try hard to be an inclusive, anti-racist, anti-oppressive religious movement.  We strenuously affirm the inherent worth and dignity of every person, regardless of age, gender, sexual orientation or race.  

In the course of the last decades we have made remarkable progress in many of these areas.  This can be seen in the diversity of ministers currently serving our churches.  Forty years ago our ministers were almost exclusively white, male, heterosexuals.  Today more women than men are entering the Unitarian Universalist ministry.  The number of openly gay, lesbian and transgender ministers in our movement has increased substantially over the past decades, and I think it is safe to say, the GLBT community within UU churches is proportionally larger than in any other mainline denomination.  

When it comes to race, however, we have made relatively little progress.  African Americans continue to be a tiny minority in UU churches and among UU ministers.  The vast majority of our churches continue to be overwhelmingly white.

* * *

One of the confounding things about racism is that while everyone agrees racism is wrong, there is far less agreement on what exactly constitutes a racist act.  And there is even less agreement on how racism is perpetuated.

The realities of race can be measured many different ways.  We can measure economic disparity.  We can measure educational achievement.  We can measure the number of people arrested, put in prison, or sentenced to death.  We can count instances of harassment by co-workers or police officers.  

These statistics offer a sobering perspective on the sad plight of African Americans today, and the daunting hurdles they need to overcome in order to achieve the great American dream of happiness and prosperity that is allegedly equally available to all.

But statistics alone do a poor job describing the subtleties of the social dynamics that foster and perpetuate racism.

* * *

I was reminded of the subtleties of racism when I heard about an argument that had taken place in one of our church discussion groups last year.  There was a bit of a blow-up because one member of the group told a joke that other members of the group considered offensive.

The joke went something like this:  Two wealthy, CEOs, one of whom was white and one of whom was black, were neighbors, and lived in big beautiful mansions.  One day they were standing in front of their adjacent homes reflecting on their good fortune to be living in this wonderful country of freedom, opportunity and equality.  The white CEO turns to his black neighbor and said, “Isn’t it great to live in America today?  You and I are equally rich and equally successful, we are equal in every way, even though you are black and I am white.”  To this the black CEO responds, “Well, not exactly.  I have an advantage that you don’t have.  I don’t have to live next to a black family.”

Several members of the group said the joke was not only in poor taste, but downright racist.  One person stormed out of the room in anger.  The one who told the joke said the joke was harmless and devoid of any racist motive or content.  He assured the group that he was not a racist.  Others in the group were surprised at the sudden argument, and felt that the joke was no big deal.  Some sought to defend the joke-teller, who seemed to be the innocent victim of an angry attack.  Some saw the joke as poking fun at the white man, not the black man, since the black man seems to be portrayed in the one-up position.  Thus the joke could be seen as light-heartedly challenging and innocently defusing prevailing racist attitudes.

A few weeks ago, the University of Illinois offered an example of how misguided attempts at humor can become unacceptable expressions of racism.  At a so-called “Tacos and Tequila” party white students poked fun at Latinos and Latinas by dressing up in costumes depicting racist stereotypes.  The students who organized the party were called on the carpet for their unacceptable behavior.  It was insensitive and degrading, the Dean said.

In a letter to the editor in the News-Gazette U of I chancellor Richard Herman wrote, “Students who took part in such behavior were insensitive, thoughtless and, quite frankly, juvenile.”  (The News-Gazette, 11/8/06)

What I found striking about the response of the university administration, is that while they condemned the partying students’ behavior, while they charged them of being insensitive and thoughtless, university officials did not accuse them of racism or call their actions racist.

The implicit message seemed to be that if there was a hurtful racist aspect of the students’ behavior, it wasn’t an expression of real racism, but only thoughtlessness.  The students aren’t racists, they’re just acting juvenile.

* * *

Robert Jensen, a professor at the University of Texas, offers a different perspective.  It turns out, that while the U of I was dealing with its “Taco and Tequilla” party, the University of Texas was grappling with similar issues after a group of law students put on a “Ghetto Fabulous” party.  At the Texas party, white students wore Afro wigs, necklaces with large medallions and name tags bearing historically black and Hispanic names, and carried around 40-ounce bottles of malt liquor.

What these parties share in common, is that in them white people entertain themselves by “insulting non-white people while at the same time safely "slumming" for cheap thrills in that non-white world, all the [while] oblivious to the moral and political implications.”

Jensen goes on to observe that it is typical in these controversies that university officials offer only luke-warm responses that avoid addressing the contentious race politics at the core of the conflict.  The dean of the Texas law school, for instance, reprimanded the partiers, saying some students “might be seriously offended by the party.”  But the real problem is not that racial minorities will be offended by the thoughtlessness and insensitivity of their fellow students.  The problem is that the parties are part of an “oppressive system of white supremacy.” 

Given this country’s history, there is an important difference whether we make offensive jokes about doctors, lawyers, or politicians on the one hand, or whether we make jokes about blacks, Hispanics and Native Americans.

Jensen writes, 

“Racist, sexist, and heterosexist images and words are a problem not merely because they offend but because they help keep non-white people, women, and lesbians and gays in subordinated positions. Framing the problem of oppressive systems as a question of offensiveness often leads people to argue that the solution is for the targets of the offensive speech or actions to be less sensitive, rather than changing the oppressive system… We live in a world in which the legitimate concerns of non-white people about racist expression and actions are often met by white people saying, "Stop whining - get over it." In such a world, white people trying to resist racism should be careful not to do anything that could contribute to that.”  (“"Ghetto Fabulous" Parties: the New Face of White Supremacy Racism and Cheap Thrills at the University of Texas Law School” by Robert Jensen, CounterPunch, October 16, 2006)
* * *

There is nothing innocent about racially charged actions, images and jokes.  Humor, far from being a harmless effort to defuse racial tensions, can actually be a powerful tool in perpetuating racism.

In a paper on the social context of racial jokes, Melissa Hughes writes, it has long been a tradition in America to convey ethnic animosity through humor.  As early as the seventeenth century, we have used racial jokes to ridicule each new wave of immigrants. 

Hughes writes, 

“Images of “little black Sambo,” “the drunken Irishman,” and “the stupid Pole” have helped to define which ethnic groups are accepted and which remain on the fringe of society. Although racial jokes convey a wide variety of messages ranging from friendly teasing to flagrant racism, when channeling racism and hostility they comprise one of the greatest weapons in the “repertory of the human mind.” … Despite America’s long history of racist humor and the recent increase in racial joking, many Americans continue to view racial jokes as less harmful than other forms of racial harassment.”  (“Through the Looking Glass: Racial Jokes, Social Context, and the Reasonable Person in Hostile Work Enviornment Analysis” by Melissa K. Hughes, Southern California Law Review, Vol. 76:1437) 

* * *

The history and current realities of race are no laughing matter.  At least not for those who continue to suffer from racism’s brutal heritage: 380 years of state-sanctioned transatlantic slave trade, during which 12 million slaves were brought to the Americas.  

In a “Fourth of July Speech to a White Audience” in 1852 Frederick Douglass said, 

“The rich inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity and independence, bequeathed by your fathers, is shared by you, not by me.  The sunlight that brought light and healing to you, has brought stripes and death to me.  This Fourth of July is yours, not mine.  You may rejoice, I must mourn…


Let me give you a word of the philosophy of reforms.  The whole history of the progress of human liberty shows that all concessions yet made to her august claims have been borne of struggle… If there is no struggle there is no progress….  Power concedes  nothing without demand.  It never did and it never will.”

Reflecting on these words, the historian Howard Zinn observed, 

“A hundred years after the Civil War, Frederick Douglass’ statement was still true.  Blacks were being beaten, murdered, abused, humiliated, segregated from the cradle to the grave and the regular organs of democratic representative government were silent collaborators…  The Fourteenth Amendment, born in 1868 of the Civil War struggles declared ‘equal protection of the laws.’ But this was soon dead – interpreted into nothingness by the Supreme Court, unenforced by presidents for a century.  Even the most liberal of presidents, Franklin D. Roosevelt, would not ask Congress to pass a law making lynching a crime. (Declarations of Independence, p. 240)
* * * 

Too often our efforts to make light of race matters are borne of a habit of turning our backs on this country’s racial history.  It would be nice if we could tell jokes about race, confident that racism is an out-dated relic of times long past.  But in fact, racism is one aspect of our history we have yet to face honestly.  By closing our eyes to the realities of the past, we remain unable to comprehend the complexities of the present.

“Those who cannot learn from history are doomed to repeat it,” George Santayana wisely said. Maya Angelou made a similar point when she said, “history, despite its wrenching pain, cannot be unlived, but if faced with courage, need not be lived again.”

I would like to close with the words of Toni Morrison, from a piece entitled “A Bench by the Side of the Road.”  She writes: 

“There is no place you or I can go, to think about or not think about, to summon the presences of, or recollect the absences of slaves; nothing that reminds us of the ones who made the journey and of those who did not make it.  There is no suitable memorial or plaque or wreath or wall or park or skyscraper lobby.  There’s no 300-foot tower.  There’s no small bench by the road.  There is not even a tree scored, an initial that I can visit or you can visit in Charleston or Savannah or New York or Providence or, better still, on the banks of the Mississippi.


But somebody told me that there’s a gentleman in Washington who makes his living by taking busloads of people around to see the monuments of the city.  He has complained because there is never anything there about black people that he can show.  And he’s black.  I can’t explain to you why I think it’s important but I really do… I think it would refresh.  Not only that, not only for black people.  It could suggest the moral clarity among white people when they were at their best, when they risked something, when they didn’t have to risk and could have chosen to be silent; there’s no monument for that either.

I don’t have any model in mind, or any person, or even any art form.  I just have the hunger for a permanent place.  It doesn’t have to be huge, monumental face cut into a mountain.  It can be small, some place where you can go put your feet up.  It can be a tree.  It doesn’t have to be a statue of liberty.”

May we have the courage to honestly face our painful past

May we be sustained by a vision of true justice

as we work to build a better future.

Amen.
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