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“This is a racist nation.  I am racist and you are racist 

because we’ve had the advantage from the day we were born.  

We may not be bigots…  But I’m still a racist 

because my tribe still has the power 

and seems determined to hang onto it.”

-- Will D. Campbell
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Meditation:  excerpts from Maya Angelou’s poem “Still I Rise”

You may write me down in history

With your bitter, twisted lies,

You may trod me in the very dirt

But still, like dust, I'll rise.

Does my sassiness upset you?

Why are you beset with gloom?

'Cause I walk like I've got oil wells

Pumping in my living room.

Just like moons and like suns,

With the certainty of tides,

Just like hopes springing high,

Still I'll rise.

Did you want to see me broken?

Bowed head and lowered eyes?

Shoulders falling down like teardrops.

Weakened by my soulful cries.

Does my haughtiness offend you?

Don't you take it awful hard

'Cause I laugh like I've got gold mines

Diggin' in my own back yard.

You may shoot me with your words,

You may cut me with your eyes,

You may kill me with your hatefulness,

But still, like air, I'll rise…

Out of the huts of history's shame

I rise

Up from a past that's rooted in pain

I rise

I'm a black ocean, leaping and wide,

Welling and swelling I bear in the tide.

Leaving behind nights of terror and fear

I rise

Into a daybreak that's wondrously clear

I rise

Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave,

I am the dream and the hope of the slave.

I rise

I rise

I rise.
 Reading:  by the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., from his “Letter from Birmingham City Jail” (1963)  
My friends, I must say to you that we have not made a single gain in civil rights without determined legal and nonviolent pressure.  History is the long tragic story of the fact that privileged groups seldom give up their privileges voluntarily…

I had… hoped that the white moderate would reject the myth of time.  I received a letter this morning from a white brother in Texas, which said: “All Christians know that the colored people will receive equal rights eventually, but it is possible that you are in too great of a religious hurry.  It has taken Christianity almost two thousand years to accomplish what it has.  The teachings of Christ take time to come to earth.”  All that is said here grows out of a tragic misconception of time.  It is the strangely irrational notion that there is something in the very flow of time that will inevitably cure all ills.  Actually time is neutral.  It can be used either destructively or constructively.  I am coming to feel that the people of ill will have used time much more effectively than the people of good will.  We will have to repent in this generation not merely for the vitriolic words and actions of the bad people, but for the appalling silence of the good people.  We  must come to see that human progress never rolls in on wheels of inevitability.  It comes through the tireless efforts and persistent work of men willing to be co-workers with God, and without this hard work time itself becomes an ally of the forces of social stagnation.  

We must use time creatively, and forever realize that the time is always ripe to do right.  Now is the time to make real the promise of democracy, and transform our pending national elegy into a creative psalm of brotherhood.  Now is the time to lift our national policy from the quicksand of racial injustice to the solid rock of human dignity…

Maybe I expected too much [of the white moderate].  I guess I should have realized that few members of a race that has oppressed another race can understand or appreciate the deep groans and passionate yearnings of those that have been oppressed and still fewer have the vision to see that injustice must be rooted out by strong persistent and determined action…

Reading: by the professor of journalism Robert Jensen, from The Heart of Whiteness (p.xviii)  

I am a white person living in a white-supremacist society.  I am surrounded by, enveloped in, trapped by – I am forced to live in - a depraved and degraded whiteness.  I want to escape this trap.  I want to live in a world in which I can at least imagine that someday I will be able to stop being white.  I want to be able to dream of being a human being instead of a white person… I want to find a way out of whiteness so that I can claim my own humanity….

The privileges and material benefits that come from being white in a white-supremacist society come at a cost to us white people.  Whiteness is based on lies not only about others but lies about ourselves, and we can’t lay claim to our full humanity until we find our way out of the web of denial…

Somewhere down in our guts we understand that in an oppressive system such as white supremacy, the unearned privileges with which we live are based on the suffering of others.  We know we have things because others don’t.  We may not want to give voice to that feeling, but it is impossible to ignore it completely.  And it doesn’t feel good, in part because to be fully human is to seek communion with others, not separation from them, and one cannot find that connection under conditions in which unjust power brings unearned privilege. To be fully human is to reject a system that conditions your pleasure on someone else’s pain.
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This morning’s sermon topic is inspired by the life and work of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., the man in whose honor a Monday in January has been declared a holiday.  There have been a series of events this past week in town, and more scheduled in the days ahead, to celebrate King’s life and legacy.  The, perhaps largest, is a community celebration at Krannert this afternoon at five.  I hope you can attend.

* * *

There is something inherently awkward in my speaking about issues of racial justice this morning.  It is the same thing that rubs me the wrong way whenever I hear a white politician, a white businessperson, a white community leader take this weekend as an occasion to laude the achievements of the civil rights movement and the bold and brilliant leadership of Dr. King.

How can I, and my white neighbors, in good conscience stand up and applaud the painstakingly achieved advances of African-Americans in our society?  How can we honor and embrace them as if we equally share their concern for justice, as if we stand shoulder to shoulder with them in the ongoing march for liberty and equality?  When in fact we white people are the beneficiaries and promoters of the very social system they are fighting to reform.

Now that the Civil Rights Movement has been safely removed from the headlines of our newspapers and tucked away into the pages of our history books, now it is safe to agree with the noble goals for which Dr. King labored, and the countless courageous individuals who made up the leadership, as well as the rank and file of the Civil Rights Movement.

Don’t misunderstand me, I do believe Dr. King was a remarkable person.  His wisdom, his compassion, and his prophetic vision remain profoundly inspiring to this day.  But the society he envisioned, the dream he conveyed so compellingly in his most famous speech, this dream has not yet become a reality.  And the reason it has not become a reality is that white people in this country continue to hold on to a disproportionate amount of power.  

So there is something unsettlingly wrong when I, as a white person, stand here this morning, and lift up Dr. King’s bold and inspiring moral vision, while at the same time benefiting from the political and economic system Dr. King was trying to dismantle.

* * *

Judging from the way Dr. King has been enshrined as a national hero, and celebrated today, one could believe that we as a nation have carried on his courageous work for justice.  Judging from the vigor with which we embrace Dr. King, one could think we have continued along the trajectory toward social justice he defined.  But I don’t think that is the case.

Let’s take a look at the pace at which Dr. King’s vision of a just society has been realized, since his death almost forty years ago.

According to economists, in 1968 the typical black family had 60 percent as much income as a white family.  In 2002 the typical black family’s income was only 58 percent of a white family’s.  

Today one in nine African Americans cannot find a job.  Black unemployment is twice as high as white unemployment.  This is a wider gap than in 1971.

Black infants are almost two and a half times as likely as white infants, to die before they are one.  This is a wider gap than in 1970.

And if the current rate of incarceration continues, one out of every three African Americans males born today will be imprisoned at some point in their lives. 

Dr. King was absolutely right when he said, time will not, in and of itself, inevitably cure all ills.  Time is neutral, it can be used either destructively or constructively.

Yes, some progress has been made since 1968.  For ever dollar a white person earned in 1968, a black person earned 55 cents.  By 2001 the average black person earned 57 cents to every dollar a white person earned.  At his rate, it would take African Americans another 581 years to get the remaining 43 cents.

* * *

Robert Jensen says we live in a white-supremacist society.  That is loaded language.  The first time I heard it, something within me automatically resisted this description.  The word “white-supremacist” conjures up images of neo-nazis, skin heads, and the Ku Klux Klan, of violent and militant bigots spewing vitriolic insults at all who don’t share their absurd ideas of racial purity.  I am not a bigot, I am not a racist, I silently objected.

But, of course, that isn’t what Jensen said.  He didn’t say either he or I were white supremacists, but that we live in a white-supremacist society.  There is a difference.

“Supremacy,” according to the dictionary, means “a position of superiority or authority over all others.” By “white supremacist,” Jensen means, 

“a society whose founding is based in an ideology of the inherent superiority of white Europeans over non-whites, an ideology that was used to justify the crimes against indigenous people and Africans that created the nation.  That ideology also has justified legal and extralegal exploitation of every non-white immigrant group, and is used to this day to rationalize the racialized disparities in the distribution of wealth and well-being in this society.  It is a society in which white people occupy most of the top positions in powerful institutions, with similar privileges available in limited ways to non-white people who fit themselves into white society.” (p.3)

It is hard to dispute that this country was settled by Europeans, who wiped out over 12 million Native Americans.  The conquerors had a clear conscience, because they imaged the original inhabitants of this continent were less than human.  George Washington compared Indians to wolves, “both being beasts of prey, tho’ they differ in shape.”

Our highly esteemed Declaration of Independence, describes Indians as “merciless Savages.”  Preparing for war against the Indians, Jefferson wrote, “they will kill some of us, [but] we shall destroy all of them.”

It was Theodore Roosevelt who said, “I don’t go so far as to think that the only good Indians are dead Indians, but I believe nine out of ten are, and I shouldn’t like to inquire too closely into the case of the tenth.”

Likewise the institution of slavery cost the lives of millions of Africans who were captured and shipped to this country’s shores, but this didn’t trouble the conscience of our nations’ leaders for centuries.  Thomas Jefferson, who beautifully wrote, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal,” thought nothing of owning 150 slaves, and raping some of them, as the story of Sally Hemings shows.  Jefferson believed that Africans’ faculties of reason were “much inferior” to whites, and that “in imagination they are dull, tasteless and anomalous.”

Examining the history of America’s immigration policies sheds light on how our legal system was used to bolster the idea of “whiteness.”  Legal scholar Ian Lopez writes, “In 1790, only a few months after ratification of the Constitution, Congress limited naturalization to “any alien, being a free white person who shall have resided within the limits and under the jurisdiction of the United States for a term of two years.”  (White By Law by Ian Haney Lopez, p.42)  

Looking at the legal record we learn that as late as 1910 our courts decreed that Japanese are not white.  In the 1920s it was established that Afghanis are not white, but that Armenians are.  In 1939 it was determined that Asian Indians are not white, and in the early 1940s that Filipinos and Arabians are not white. The judges cited what they considered “scientific evidence” and “common knowledge” in their opinions.  But today we know our ever-changing categories of “white” and “not white” are purely social constructions used as political tools. Nevertheless, as Lopez points out, “In every naturalization act from 1790 until 1952, Congress included the “white person” prerequisite [for citizenship].”

* * *

I don’t like to think of myself as a racist, and I most certainly don’t like to think of myself as a white supremacist.  I bet you don’t like to think of yourself that way either.  When I feel accused of being racist, I quickly conjure up a host of objections in my mind.  I try to convince myself that I am not racist, because I haven’t told racist jokes, used racist slurs, or discriminated against any non-white individuals – at least not intentionally.  I go out of my way to be friendly to the non-white people to whom I am introduced.

But if I am honest with myself, I need to acknowledge that none of my self-justifications are valid.  In truth, as a member of the white dominant culture, I am generally oblivious to the dynamics of race.  I don’t even realize the countless ways in which my non-white neighbors are fighting against a cultural tide in which being white means having access to a better education, to better housing, to bank credit, leniency from police officers, in the courts, and generally the benefit of the doubt whenever interacting with strangers.  And being non-white means being assumed guilty, inferior, unreliable and untrustworthy at every turn.  

I am oblivious to how my attempts at kindness might actually be condescension, how my upbeat efforts to be affirming might actually be evidence of how deeply my assumptions are shaped by clichés and stereotypes, and how little I understand the experience of those I seek to affirm.

As well-intentioned whites, it is easy to despair about our failure to eradicate racism.  It is not uncommon for us, at times to feel paralyzed by a sense of guilt.  White guilt about our history of slavery and its on-going effects in our society can overwhelm us.

But Robert Jensen writes, 

“Guilt over slavery… is nonsensical.  Guilt implies responsibility, and I cannot be responsible for something that existed before I was born.   Much the same can be said of racism as a system.  It predates my birth and is maintained by forces that I cannot change by action on my own.  I don’t feel guilty about the existence of racism as a historical system… There are, however, more productive ways to understand white guilt.  There are things about which I can, and should, feel guilty.  Again, guilt implies responsibility.  And I am responsible for two things in this realm: (1) those racist acts that I have committed in my life, and (2) my failures to do all that I can to resist white supremacy and contribute to changing a racist system.” (p.47)

* * *

Being white is like riding a bicycle with a strong wind in your back.  Even the slightest effort is rewarded with swift advance.  On days when I have the wind behind me, I am invariably pleasantly surprised by my own athleticism.  “I thought I was out of shape, but look at me go, riding like the wind.”

But then, when it is time to turn around and head back home, I face a rude awakening.  Not only is the helpful wind gone, but a gale is blowing right into my face.  I can barely make any progress at all.  I seriously consider getting off my bike and pushing it home.

Being white is like having the wind in your back all your life, and never needing to turn around to face the wind head-on.  Having lived our entire lives this way, it is almost impossible to imagine what it is like to be moving in the opposite direction.  

But being white is more than that.  Being white means having the power to create the wind.  It means creating the condition that favors us and inhibits others.  And every moment we enjoy the benefits of the mighty wind we are simultaneously helping perpetuate it.

Those of us who are members of the white middle-class are in a position of remarkable power and privilege in this nation.  With this disproportionate power comes a disproportionate responsibility to create the country of which Dr. King dreamed, the land of the free we would like this to be.  

For those of us who are white, this means not only smiling at our non-white neighbors, it means recognizing how a history of racism to this day shapes our institutions.  We need to recognize the systemic manifestations of racism in our schools, our universities, our courts, our banks and our businesses – and we need to change them.

In 1963 Dr. King was disappointed with his white moderate neighbors, men and women of goodwill, who lacked the vision and commitment to challenge the status quo.

I have no doubt that, if he were alive today, Dr. King would be disappointed in many of us – well-meaning whites who, despite the on-going inequities of race, refuse the challenge this injustice, and remain appallingly silent.  

But I believe Jensen is right.  Somewhere down in our guts we understand that in an oppressive system, the unearned privileges with which we live are based on the suffering of others.  Somewhere deep down in our guts we know that to be fully human is to seek communion with others.  Deep down we know that to be fully human is to reject a system that conditions your pleasure on someone else’s pain.

May we honor the life and legacy of Dr. King, not with words, but with deeds.

May we have the vision to see that injustice must be rooted out 

by strong persistent and determined action,

and may we have the courage to act.

Amen.
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