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October 15, 2017 

Worship Theme: Mission 

White Supremacy Teach-In 

 

Call to Worship:  

 

On April 3rd, 1968, in Memphis Tennesee, Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King gave his final speech 

“I’ve Been to the Mountaintop.” He declared: 

 

Something is happening in Memphis; something is happening in our world. …If I were 

standing at the beginning of time, with the possibility of taking a kind of general and 

panoramic view of the whole of human history up to now, and the Almighty said to me, 

“Martin Luther King, which age would you like to live in?” I would take my mental 

flight by Egypt and I would watch God’s children in their magnificent trek from the dark 

dungeons of Egypt … across the Red Sea, through the wilderness on toward the promised 

land. 

  

But I wouldn’t stop there. (Say it with Dr. King: But I wouldn’t stop there!) 

  

I would move on by Greece and take my mind to Mount Olympus. And I would see 

Plato, Aristotle, Socrates…assembled around the Parthenon. And I would watch them 

around the Parthenon as they discussed the great and eternal issues of reality. 

  

But I wouldn’t stop there. (But I wouldn’t stop there!) 

  

I would go on, even to the great heyday of the Roman Empire. And I would see 

developments around there, through various emperors and leaders. 

 

But…I wouldn’t stop there! 

   

I would come on up even to 1863, and watch a vacillating President by the name of 

Abraham Lincoln finally come to the conclusion that he had to sign the Emancipation 

Proclamation. 

  

But I wouldn’t stop there! 
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I would even come up to the early thirties, and see a man grappling with the problems of 

the bankruptcy of his nation, and …cry that we have nothing to fear but “but fear itself.” 

  

But I wouldn’t stop there! 

  

Strangely enough, I would turn to the Almighty, and say, “If you allow me to live just a 

few years in the second half of the 20th century, I will be happy.” 

 

[Dr. King concluded:]  

Now that’s a strange statement to make, because the world is all messed up. The nation is 

sick. 

But I know, somehow, that only when it is dark enough can you see the stars.  

And I see God working in a way that we, in some strange way, are responding. 

Something is happening in our world. The masses of people are rising up. And wherever 

they are assembled today, the cry is always the same: “We want to be free.” 

 

We hearing King’s words know that he was stopped there, before his time, and we know what 

stopped him. But all those who walked with King wouldn’t stop there. And we won’t stop here. 

Say it: I won’t stop here! There is so much further to go. Let us worship together. Please rise in 

body or in spirit for our Opening Hymn, number 131 “Love Will Guide Us.” 

 

Opening: 131 “Love Will Guide Us” 

 

Chalice Lighting: Tempe Goodhue 

Spring 2017 Minns Lecture 

Rev. Mark Morrison-Reed 

  

The time in UUism when black lives didn’t matter is past. But nevertheless change is 

generational, it’s incremental and it is bruising. It comes, but not necessarily and not 

often on our time schedule. We fall short, we will fall short again, and when we do, it’s 

time to pause and breathe and pray and ask what does love demand of me? And then it’s 

time to stand up and try again. Impatience is not what sustains us, but rather dreams and 

hope and work and companionship, the chance to pour out one’s life for this faith and for 

its principles and for the people, people who we value, people who we love. So be it. 

Amen. Blessed be. 

 

Centering: We Would be One (first verse in OOS) 

 

http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/fdrfirstinaugural.html
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Reading: From Our House to Your House  

by Jack Ridl  

 

It is 1959. It is the cusp of the coming revolution. 

We still like Ike. We are still afraid of Sputnik. 

We read Life magazine and Sports Illustrated 

where the athletes grow up shooting hoops 

in the driveway, playing catch in the backyard. 

We sit on our sectional sofa. My mother loves 

Danish modern. Our pants have cuffs. Our hair 

is short. We are smiling and we mean it. I am 

a guard. My father is my coach. I am sitting 

next to him on the bench. I am ready to go in. 

My sister will cheer. My mother will make 

the pre-game meal from The Joy of Cooking. 

Buster is a good dog. We are all at an angle. 

We are a family at an angle. Our clothes are 

pressed. We look into the eye of the camera. 

“Look ‘em in the eye,” my father teaches us. 

All we see ahead are wins, good grades, 

Christmas. We believe in being happy. We 

believe in mowing the lawn, a two-car garage, 

a freezer, and what the teacher says. There is 

nothing on the wall. We are facing away 

from the wall. The jungle is far from home. 

Hoses are for cleaning the car, watering 

the gardens. My sister walks to school. My 

father and I lean into the camera. My mother 

and sister sit up straight. Ike has kept us 

safe. In the spring, we will have a new car, 

a Plymouth Fury with whitewalls and a vinyl top. 

 

Sermon: Our House 

 

All we see ahead are wins, good grades, 

Christmas. We believe in being happy. 
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I love this poem by white male poet Jack Ridl because he so deftly and gently paints the picture 

of white supremacy in America.  

It is not the radical white supremacy, with pitchforks and tiki torches.  

It is that seemingly benign, soft, myopic white supremacy that many white people are finally 

starting to grapple with.  

The privilege of not knowing.  

Ridl describes his beautiful white boyhood filled with  

joy and purity and simplicity, and in between the lines  

are the shadows of everything else happening in America,  

and everything to come.  

Hoses are for gardening. There is no writing on the wall.  

They believe the lessons their teachers tell them.  

The president keeps them safe. They are a family at an angle.  

 

Their perception is that everything is right with the world.  

From their angle the road is open, the path is smooth, the way is clear. From their angle, 

everything is fine, and hopefully will stay that way. 

 

I saw a pretty good depiction of the angle of privilege in a video recently that a friend of mine 

posted online.  

(See full video here https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=176&v=vwx5IvypC5Q) 

 

A big bunch of teenagers are all in a line on a field.  

Their teacher says they are about to have a race,  

and the winner gets $100.  

But first he wants to say some statements and if a statement applies to them, then they get to take 

two steps forward.  

 

He starts shouting out the statements, here are just a few:  

 

“Take two steps forward if you grew up with a father figure in the home.  

Take two steps forward if you’ve never had to worry about your cellphone being shut off.  

Take two steps forward if you never had to help your parents pay the bills.  

Take two steps forward if you never had to worry where your next meal was coming 

from.” 

 

As you watch the teenagers respond to his statements,  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=176&v=vwx5IvypC5Q
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you can see that when they take steps forward, they are excited, smiling, taking as big steps as 

they can, some hold hands  

to balance each other while they take their big steps.  

They don’t look back.  

You can see the youths not stepping forward look down,  

put their hands to their faces.  

You can see the ones who never take a step forward slump their shoulders, the expression leaves 

their faces.  

The teacher tells the ones who stepped forward  

that none of those statements have to do with things  

they have done, or earned.  

They were given opportunities, a head start,  

they have a better chance of winning that race, even if  

the people behind them are faster. 

 

My friend who posted this video is Puerto Rican. She commented—“Wow. As a teen, I wouldn’t 

have been able to take a single step. NOT. A. STEP.” 

 

The video is a good visual example of how race and class are inextricably tied together in 

America, too. Many of the questions are about class and wealth, but you can see that the front 

line of kids who were able to step forward every time are all white,  

and the further back you go, are more and more kids of color. Privilege is tied to our race and our 

class,  

and race and class are tied together.  

Whiteness and wealth intersect. 

 

Then the teacher says Ready Set Go! The kids at the front run, and one of them wins easily. 

Some of the kids at the back run as hard as they can and make up some real ground,  

but of course are still in the back of the pack.  

Some of the kids at the back don’t bother to run at all.  

What, after all, is the point of running a race when you know you are destined to lose? 

 

I would be one of those people at the front of the pack.  

I was born in that comfortable intersection of whiteness and wealth. Many of us here were.  

We were born at an angle.  

And our faith calls us to change our angle.  

To look behind us, look down the field and see.  
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The poet, looking back, remembers: “We believed what the teacher said.” 

Now we know the way we tell our history, and even our current news, has an angle, a slant. 

Even, sometimes, when we don’t intend it at all. 

For example, the recent tragedy in Las Vegas.  

Immediately, it was called the deadliest mass shooting in America. 

But that is only true if you do not count black or brown lives.  

Stephen Paddock killed more than fifty people with his guns. Horrific. 

But he wasn’t the first.  

 

White supremacists have killed more than fifty black and brown people at once many times in 

the course of our nation’s history. 

Here are just four examples, drawn from a number of sources: 12 

 

In 1873, a court decision had finally made it legal for black people to vote in Louisiana.  

In response, in Colfax Louisiana, an all white militia formed and slaughtered 150 men, women 

and children.  

Historian Eric Foner, who I cited at great length in a series of sermons last April, called it “the 

bloodiest single instance of racial carnage in the Reconstruction era.”  

Three white men died. A monument still exists in Colfax honoring those white men, and its 

inscription reads: 

 

IN LOVING REMEMBRANCE 

ERECTED TO THE MEMORY OF  

THE HEROES 

STEPHEN DECATUR PARISH 

JAMES WEST HADNOT 

SIDNEY HARRIS 

WHO FELL IN THE COLFAX 

RIOT FIGHTING FOR 

WHITE SUPREMACY 

APRIL 13, 1873 

 

One journalist called it “the frankest monument I have ever seen.” 

 

                                                 
1 https://www.theroot.com/this-is-only-the-deadliest-shooting-in-u-s-history-bec-1819112938  
2 https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2003/07/the-colfax-riot/378556/ 

https://www.theroot.com/this-is-only-the-deadliest-shooting-in-u-s-history-bec-1819112938
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December 29, 1890, was the massacre of Wounded Knee, or the way it has been taught in 

schools, the “battle” of Wounded Knee. I don’t think you can call killing 300 unarmed, innocent 

Lakota men, women and children an act of war. Wounded Knee was not a battle. It was a mass 

shooting. 

 

In 1919, black sharecroppers gathered outside of Elaine, Ark., to listen peacefully to a speaker 

explain how sharecropping was unfair and to advocate for voting rights. White men showed up at 

the meeting, shots were exchanged. The sheriff then called for a posse to find “the people 

responsible.” 

 

Five hundred to 1,000 white men rushed in from across the country to hunt down the killers and 

quell the “Negro insurrection.”  

When it was over, 237 black people were dead.  

Three white people died.  

Then all-white juries charged and sentenced 12 blacks to death and sent 103 other black people 

to jail.  

That’s 352 dead or in jail for going to see a talk about human rights.3 

 

In 1921, a black community in Tulsa had become affluent enough that they were dubbed the 

“Black Wall Street.”  

After a race-baiting incident, local white law enforcement gave more than 500 white men and 

boys guns, and badges dubbing them “Special Officers.”  

Then the white males gunned, bombed, and burned down the entire black neighborhood, leaving 

8,000 homeless,  

and killing more than 250 black people.  

No one was convicted of a crime. 

 

There are so, so many more stories like this.  

White supremacy is a house built on the mass grave of uncountable bodies of color. 

 

The poet wrote: 

From our house to your house.  

There is nothing on the wall. We are facing away 

from the wall. The jungle is far from home. 

 

The topic of racism—and especially,  

                                                 
3 https://www.thedailybeast.com/americas-forgotten-mass-lynching-when-237-people-were-murdered-in-arkansas 

http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?entryID=1102
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the insidious nature of white supremacy— 

is deeply uncomfortable for most white people to talk about.  

Scholars have even given a name to that fear: “white fragility.”  

I’d like to think Charles Follen was before his time in describing that very fear almost 200 years 

ago:  

“Some people are so afraid of doing wrong  

that they never do right.” 

 

Our congregation pushed through white fragility and fear last year as the Follen Responds to 

Racism team,  

and other members of the congregation,  

pushed us to affirm a resolution to become a more intentionally anti-racist congregation.  

We had about 2,000 open listening circles and workshops and events—or maybe it was about 20. 

It felt like 2,000! 

The resolution read, in part: 

 

As Unitarian Universalists we strive for justice, equity, and compassion in human relations;  

[…] allowing injustice to go unchallenged violates our Unitarian Universalist principles, as 

individuals and as a congregation. 

Follen Church recognizes that the fight for civil rights and equality is as necessary today as it 

was decades ago, and that it has an opportunity to use its resources and resolve to fight for a 

system of fair, transformative, and restorative justice in which the full humanity and dignity of 

all people are recognized. 

 

And then we made 7 promises:  

 

1.) Called by our faith, Follen Church will commit to being an intentionally and proactively 

antiracist congregation and supporting the racial justice goals of the broadly based Black Lives 

Matter movement, as consistent with our Unitarian Universalist principles;  

2.) Follen will remain mindful of the interconnected nature of racism and other systems of 

oppression that impact all people of color, as well as people based on their class, sex, gender 

identity, sexual orientation, ability, age, culture, nationality, religion, and language;  

3.) As an act of public witness, in a process overseen by Parish Board, Follen Church will 

indicate its support for racial justice by placing a sign or banner that includes the words “black 

lives matter” on its property;  

4.) Follen’s Social Justice Action Team, including the Follen Responds to Racism team, and 

others will communicate to the wider community the reasons why Follen commits to affirming 

that Black lives matter;  
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5.) Follen will provide ongoing, intentional learning spaces for Follen members and friends and 

the wider community to deepen understanding of racism in the United States and to organize for 

racial justice;  

6.) Follen will commit to raising antiracist children;  

7.) Follen will seek opportunities to collaborate with local, state, and national organizations 

working for racial justice, including [local] law enforcement agencies.  

 

After this service we will unveil our banner that states, “Our faith calls us to affirm: Black Lives 

Matter.” 

 

And as part of our ongoing work, here are other ways some of our members are offering 

opportunities to you, the congregation, to live up to the other six promises: 

We are putting our money where our mouth is by raising funds for the UU Urban Ministry in 

Roxbury as part of our capital campaign and through Share the Plates, continuing our long 

relationship with that organization, and fundraising for Black Lives Matter Cambridge and an 

upcoming concert fundraiser for METCO. 

Educational opportunities abound: 

Bringing more explicitly anti-racist learnings into our religious education classes, including 

today; our interim DRE Deb Weiner has worked hard to provide many resources to teachers and 

parents. 

In addition, there is an anti-racism book group; a recently completed 3 Sunday program on the 

PBS documentary Race: The Power of an Illusion; a continuing film series by black directors, 

more children’s books and adult books and other resources on anti-racism for RE and in the 

Follen library; a link to follow for current news and active learning about anti-racism in every 

week’s email news; you can learn more about American history by attending the upcoming film 

series on civil rights and reading blogs from members going on a Civil Rights tour of the South. 

Our monthly Food for Thought program has and will continue to have programs based on race, 

activism, and multicultural topics, and a bigger symposium is in the works. 

 

And the Social Justice action team and its sub-team Follen Responds to Racism, are always 

looking for more input and members.  

This work is for you and by you.  

 

A banner isn’t a finish line;  

it’s just one more step forward towards living our values.  

It is one part of our promise.  

There is no perfect way to do anything:  

so we do our best, a little at a time. 
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Some people have been very worried about the banner— 

would we experience some kind of vandalism,  

like almost every church that has put up a Black Lives Matter banner? 

 

I’m reminded of a story Susanne told of our founder Charles Follen last week.  

 

“In 1834, Harvard warned Professor Follen that anti-slavery talk would never be tolerated. 

Follen responded, “The question is, whether this is my duty. What will be the consequences, is a 

secondary matter.” 

 

Rev. Dr. King said,  

I know, somehow, that only when it is dark enough can you see the stars.  

And I see God working in a way that we, in some strange way, are responding. 

Something is happening in our world. The masses of people are rising up. And wherever 

they are assembled today, the cry is always the same: “We want to be free.” 

 

And we won’t stop there! 

 

My friends, in closing, I am going to give you the good word of our benediction, and then we 

will sing our closing hymn—as we walk out the front door of the sanctuary to our lawn to bless 

and install our new banner. The installation service will be about 10 minutes long, and if you 

haven’t signed the back of the banner already, you’ll have a chance to do that afterwards. 

 

The hymn is in the teal hymnal, #1023, “Building Bridges.”  

We will sing it through once here in the pews, and then begin to walk. The song is quite short, so 

I think you will catch on to it quickly, but you can also bring your hymnal with you and then 

give it to the ushers. 

 

Our service in this sanctuary will end,  

but our service to the world will have just begun.  

 

And now in our comings and our goings, 

May the light of Love shine upon us, 

out from within us, 

be gracious unto us, 
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and give us peace. 

For this is the day we are given; 

Let us rejoice and be glad in it. 

 

 

Recessional Hymn to installation of banner on front lawn: 1023 Building Bridges 
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