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SUPPORT A N----R?!
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September 30, 2012

The Unitarian minister Theodore Parker once said that the arc of the moral universe is long but it bends towards justice. “It bends towards justice, but here is the thing: it does not bend on its own. It bends because each of us in our own ways put our hand on that arc and we bend it in the direction of justice...." (Barack Obama)


There are days when I feel this justice work is simply too hard. There are days when I want someone else to bend the arc. Days when I want a supernatural hand of God to bend the arc. But I know that bending the moral arc is a calling. The covenant with our Unitarian Universalist principles calls to us. The mission of our congregation calls to us. The ground of my being, that I call God calls to me to be faithful to the moral arc. 

There are days when I think this moral arc work around race and racism has been completed. Days when I think that we are beyond petty racisms, and ethnic prejudice. There are days when I am taken by the scruff of my neck and shaken. 

I want to talk about a letter. Then….


The Letter

Who Is our neighbor

And the consequences of racism and religious bigotry, which become

Death Threats

The Perfect Storm of Prejudice

The Letter


On August 11, I read a letter to the editor in the Keene Sentinel that said:

“Not long ago I stopped by the post office and there was a man standing at a table on the sidewalk with an anti-Obama poster. When I came out of the post office I called to the man, “I support Obama.” He called back, ‘he doesn’t support you.’ I thought to myself, if I were a gay man in the military I would feel supported. If I was in a same-sex marriage I would feel supported. If I needed health care I would feel supported.’ 
As I approached my car a man who had come out of the post office behind me said, ‘How can you support a n----er?’ 

Not all who oppose the President are racists, but there are millions of racists in our country and in this community. But I keep hoping that the racists do not represent the majority.”

Signed, R. Schultz


I wrote a letter to R. Schultz thanking them for their letter and inquiring if the event had really happened. I wasn’t there, and I know that people are creating stories to represent their truth when facts do not bear them out. But I am not unaware of racism. I have heard it in your stories about people you work with, or about neighbors who have used the ‘N’ word about the President. I know that this language and this behavior, and this attitude is very disturbing and offensive to you. Racism is the non-factual belief that other races are inferior to one’s own. The opposite of racism is equality and respect and fairness. 
Who is our neighbor?

Two Sundays ago my sermon was titled, “Who is our neighbor?” In spite of my platitudes in that sermon, we know that we have neighbors and family who are deeply prejudiced over race. We may worry about our own unconscious and conscious racial prejudice. I grew up in a racially divided time of violence, fear and hate. As a child I remember my family members used language that felt morally unacceptable.  As a ten year old, even if I felt that some language and attitudes were morally wrong, I did not have the language to say; “Your words make me angry and disappointed because I need equality in my world, not inequality. I need to respect others and be respected, not foster an attitude of disrespect. I need to be connected with my friends and neighbors with understanding, integrity and peace, not prejudice and hatred. I need inclusion in my world, not exclusion.  I did not have the language. But today we have the language. I am asking you to use the language to transform the world, one person at a time. 

The President admitted that his own grandmother uttered racial slurs. In spite of this the President is secure enough in his own integrity to provide moral leadership when he reflects, “These people are a part of me. And they are a part of America, this country that I love.”
Death Threats

In spite of his love, he gets death threats. I am absolutely amazed and grateful that our elected officials can receive so much hate mail and so many death threats, and they still run for office, and they still get up in the morning and do their chosen work. President Bush received up to 3000 death threats a year and still stood for re-election. President Obama receives 30 death threats a day, over 10,000 a year, and he still wants to be president. 


I am appalled that we live in a country where fellow Americans are so hateful that they would make such threats. I am amazed and in awe that our members of Congress would get death threats for voting in favor of the Affordable Care Act, and still go to work in the morning. The thought of placing myself and my family in such danger as have some elected officials, requires courage and principle that raises appreciation and admiration in my heart, and tears in my eyes. 


There is racism afoot in this country and in our politics. I saw it when African American members of Congress had racial slurs yelled at them and were spit upon by some Tea Party people in the Capital. I saw it on a Kansas Tea Party poster depicting the President as a skunk, half white and half black. I read it in jokes made by the chair of the Ozark Tea Party who told racist jokes at their annual meeting, jokes that I cannot repeat. 
Perfect Storm of Prejudice

Race has become the gateway disrespect for two other prejudices. The President has unhinged some people so deeply that they project upon him the perfect storm of fears and disrespect. Being an African American becomes the gateway prejudice. He also receives death threats from people who call themselves Christians and who call the President the Anti-Christ. Religious hatred has consequences that are hurtful and hatred. Ministers who use the word anti-Christ pointed at the President should be held responsible for the actions of their mentally unbalanced followers. Third, some people are desperately trying to paint him as a socialist/marxist/communist. The President has achieved something I have never witnessed before in 62 years, the perfect storm of being the most dangerous person in America. One blogger wrote, “It is not his black half that worries me, it is the white European socialist half that does.” Have you seen the posters of the President with a Hitler mustache, or of him in a communist Chinese uniform, or of his face morphing into the face of Mao-tse Tung? They have been in my neighbor’s yard. No wonder he receives 30 death threats a day. I consider it a moral duty, a duty of citizenship to protect a President of the United States, whatever their political party. Can we transform the people who think differently? Can we bring compassion toward hate, respect toward disrespect, clarity toward lies, open-handedness toward prejudice, understanding toward misunderstanding, community toward divisiveness? I think we can. 

James Luther Adams, a Unitarian Universalist ethicist at University of Chicago Divinity School, and one of my mentors, visited Europe in the mid-1930’s to witness first hand the effects of fascism and the oppression of Protestant pastors. He wrote: “The prophetic liberal church is the church in which all members share the common responsibility to foresee the consequence of human behavior, both individual and institutional with the intention of making history in place of being merely pushed around by it.”


While I never received a response from R. Schultz about the factual content in his letter to the editor I was moved by his compassionate, non-violent, deeply moral response to being faced with a person using the ‘N’ word. I was moved by how he bent the arc toward justice. He said, “…I hope most of all, that the non-racist people will show up….” It requires courage, but we can do this work. Let’s show up. 

I ask you to make history by remaking our world into one that is safe, secure, compassionate and authentically just and fair. On the list of timeless, universal virtues are three that need to show up every day: Compassion, Courage and Justice. Let us show up with these virtues. Whichever candidate you support, speak out against racism and prejudice. Let us show up when we hear racism. Let us show up when we hear or see prejudice. Let us bend this moral arc. 
Go to the place where you find the unnamable source, fetch it and bring it back to this world. 

