
Reading: "Could Have" by  

The polish poet and Nobel laureate Wislawa Szymborska 

It could have happened. 
It had to happen. 
It happened earlier. Later. 
Nearer. Farther off. 
It happened, but not to you. 

You were saved because you were the first. 
You were saved because you were the last. 
Alone. With others. 
On the right. The left. 
Because it was raining. Because of the shade. 
Because the day was sunny. 

You were in luck -- there was a forest. 
You were in luck -- there were no trees. 
You were in luck -- a rake, a hook, a beam, a brake, 
A jamb, a turn, a quarter-inch, an instant . . . 

So you're here? Still dizzy from 
another dodge, close shave, reprieve? 
One hole in the net and you slipped through? 
I couldn't be more shocked or 
speechless. 
Listen, 
how your heart pounds inside me. 

. . . .  
 
Sermon: Changing the Narrative 
 
December 16, 1992 was the 50th anniversary of Heinrich Himmler’s Auschwitz decree, which 
marked the beginning of the Nazis’ mass deportation of Jews. In Cologne, German artist Gunter 
Demnig decided to commemorate the anniversary by installing into the pavement in front of 
city hall a brass plaque engraved with the words of the Auschwitz decree.  
 
Over the next three years, in the middle 1990s, Demnig developed the idea of placing brass 
plaques into sidewalks across the city, to honor individual victims of the Holocaust in front of 
their last chosen homes and that way, symbolically to return them to the neighborhoods from 
which they had been deported. Each small brass plaque just says “here lived . . . “ followed by a 
name, with a birth date and a deportation date. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heinrich_Himmler
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Auschwitz_concentration_camp


 
Demnig calls these plaques stolpersteine, the German for “stumbling block,” and today, more 
than 20 years later, Demnig’s idea has spread across Europe. In 22 countries now, local history 
groups, families of victims, schoolchildren and teachers help Demnig to fund, research and 
install the plaques. So far, they have laid 61,000 stolpersteine. The project is now the world’s 
largest decentralized memorial. 
 
The stolpersteine commemorate not only Jewish holocaust victims but also Romani people, gay 
men, Jehovah's Witnesses, black people, Communists, members of the Resistance, military 
deserters, and people with disabilities. 

As to his purpose, Demnig quotes the Talmud, "A man is not forgotten until the name is 
forgotten" 

Demnig chose the name stolperstein to evoke two levels of meaning: 
 

In Germany there’s an old saying. When a person accidentally stumbles on the street, an 
observer might say, "A Jew must be buried there". 
 
Second, In German as in English, “to stumble across something” means to have found it by 
chance, as one might find these stones by chance along back streets. In contrast to large, 
government-backed memorial places, which one might avoid, Demnig intends the 
stolpersteine to inject memory into the fabric of everyday life. 

“Six million Jews,” says Demnig, “that is an incomprehensible number, completely abstract. 
Children could hardly imagine this. But if they see with their own eyes: the terror started here 
in the village, in my street , my house, it's going to be concrete." 

. . .  

It was on a trip to Germany that American criminal justice reform advocate Bryan Stevenson 
noticed the stolpersteine. He mentioned them in the speech he gave at the UUA general 
assembly this past June, and I’m exploring the implications of that speech across the four 
consecutive sermons I’m giving here at Follen this summer. 

“In Germany now,” Stevenson told UUs, “You can’t go 100 yards without seeing a memorial to a 
family lost in the Holocaust. The Germans want you to go to Auschwitz, to grapple with the 
history. But in this country, in the US, you can’t go anywhere where we deal honestly with our 
own history, with the legacy of slavery or lynching.” 

Why is that? 

For almost 30 years, Stevenson has been working with inmates on death row, with people who 

have been unjustly convicted, with children who have tried as adults and sentenced to life 

without parole. They are overwhelmingly poor and African American.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Porajmos
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Persecution_of_Jehovah%27s_Witnesses_in_Nazi_Germany
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhineland_Bastard
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Resistance_during_World_War_II
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Desertion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Desertion
http://www.spiegel.de/einestages/stadtgeschichte-a-949057.html


When describing our justice system, Stevenson often says, “In my experience, the opposite of 

poverty is not wealth. In too many places, the opposite of poverty is justice.” 

Stevenson says, “I don’t think the great evil of American slavery was involuntary servitude and 
forced labor. I think the great evil of American slavery was the narrative of racial difference that 
we created to legitimate it. It’s the ideology of white supremacy, which is still part of American 
culture. And because of that, I don’t think slavery ended in 1865. I think it just evolved. It 
turned into decades of terrorism and violence. And we’ve got to deal with what it’s turned 
into.” 

The ideology of white supremacy. We saw it on display just yesterday in Charlottesville. Angry, 

ugly, and loud. And violent. Now, without hoods. Without shame. Without censure from the 

president.  

Shocking, yes. More brazen than before, yes. But nothing new or different. The ideology of 

white supremacy, invented to justify both the taking of this land from native peoples and the 

enslavement of Africans, is part of the founding ethos of our nation. America was founded by 

people who justified genocide and slavery based upon the invented notion of race and racial 

difference. 

In his 1984 article in the Essence magazine, "On Being ‘White’… and Other Lies,"[35] James 
Baldwin relates the violent history of racialization in America. The category of “black” was 
invented. People who were previously Irish or Norwegian only became “white” here, to fit into 
a social construction based on relationships of force:  
 
Baldwin writes, "America became white — the people who, as they claim, ‘settled’ the country 
became white — because of the necessity of denying the Black presence, and justifying the 
Black subjugation. No community can be based on such a principle — or, in other words, no 
community can be established on so genocidal a lie.”  
 
We are fundamentally broken, in the core of our identity. 

How do you rectify that? How do you begin to heal the divide? 

By telling the truth.  

Research on mass violence and trauma bears out the importance of witnessing to the truth, of 
speaking it and marking it publicly if possible. 
 

Stevenson’s Equal Justice Initiative connected all these dots years ago and began a series of 

projects to change our national narrative about race. Astounding in their ambition, they have 

begun, it seems to me, to turn the tide.  

First, EJI staff took on local culture in Montgomery, Alabama, where the office was located and 

where many local monuments celebrated slaveowners, civil war generals, and antebellum 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Historical_race_concepts#cite_note-35
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society. In response, EJI documented the local history of slavery, setting it within a national 

context but also mapping out the area’s slave markets, slave warehouses, and slave transport 

routes. The next step was erecting historical markers around the city, creating concrete visual 

reminders of that history and its legacy. 

In 2015, after years more research, EJI released its massive and groundbreaking report, 

Lynching in America, which documents 4075 incidents of racial terror lynching across the South 

between the Civil War and World War II, which includes 800 more incidents than were 

previously known.  

In addition to collecting the stories, EJI has also collected soil from many of these locations, 

stored in glass jars with the names of victims, to be included in a national lynching memorial, to 

open next year. Google has just donated 2.4 million dollars to the memorial effort, to include an 

online museum.   

EJI also collected the stories of victims’ descendants, tracing how murder ripped families apart, 

how terror devastated communities for generations. In addition, in hundreds of locations, EJI is 

erecting historical markers, to make the history known, to make the world remember.  

"A man is not forgotten until the name is forgotten," says the Talmud. 

One such man was Anthony Crawford. Born a slave in 1865 in South Carolina, Crawford became 
a successful cotton farmer and by 1916, he owned 427 acres. One day, however, he dared to 
disagree with a white store clerk about the price for his cotton, and the clerk struck him with an 
ax handle. Crawford called out for help, but the sheriff arrested him and a white mob began to 
form outside the jail.  

A mob of 200 eventually attacked the jail and abducted Mr. Crawford. They beat, stabbed, shot, 
and hung him in the Abbeville town square. The gruesome murder, though committed openly, 
did not lead to prosecution or conviction.   
 
Days after the lynching, Abbeville’s white residents “voted” to expel the Crawford family from 
the area and seize their property. Then the governor declared himself powerless to protect the 
family from violence, so most of the surviving relatives fled, eventually to destinations as 
distant as New York and Illinois, fragmenting the once strong and close-knit family. 
 
On October 21, 2016, the 100th anniversary of the murder, the Equal Justice Initiative unveiled a 
historical marker in Abbeville Town Square. Featuring of a photo of him and a the title “The 
Lynching of Anthony Crawford, the marker tells the story in detail. Permanently. More than 100 
of Anthony Crawford's descendants came to ceremony, many wearing who wore black 
armbands and buttons in his memory. 
 



 “Lynching profoundly impacted race relations in this country ,” reads the report by 
the Equal Justice Initiative. “ Terror lynchings fueled the mass migration of millions of 
black people from the South into urban ghettos in the North and West . . . [It] created 
a fearful environment where racial subordination and segregation was maintained 
with limited resistance for decades. Most critically, the 4000 US lynching reinforced a 
legacy of racial inequality that has never been adequately addressed in America.” 

 

“We have to recover from all the damage that’s been done,” Stevenson said in a radio interview 
last year. “We have to help those damaged, but also those people who benefited have to 
recover as well. If I knock someone down, I need to make clear that I didn’t mean to. That’s 
what decency, what my own progress requires.” 

 “in terms of race we are in the same place in 2016 as we were in 1916, because we havent’ 
done the work of repairing our past.” 

What does our progress, both personal and national, require? 

Well, other countries around the world, from Argentina to South Aftrica, have developed a 
process of truth and reconciliation can do this. Why not us?  

Some folks focus on reparations, but it’s not really about money, says Stevenson, who reminds 
us that The opposite of poverty is not wealth but justice. How can we create justice?  

He suggests automatic Voter registration, to start. And easy access to public universities. 

And we must change the narrative. Remember all those people in the 1960s who shouted 
‘segregation forever’? When did they change their minds? The answer is they didn’t. 

As we saw yesterday in Charlottesville. 

“If you understand the great threat as the ideology of white supremacy, the false narrative of 
racial difference,” we have no reason to believe that that construct, that threat, has been 
overcome.. . . “The burden has always been on people of color to prove racism exists. The 
burden ought to be on the rest of society to prove that we are no longer trying to maintain this 
narrative, that we are committed to deconstructing white supremacy.” 
 
 
Some poetry fans have suggested that our reading this morning, the poem by Wislawa 
Szymborska, is about the Holocaust. It may be, but it may be about even more.   
 
So many times in human history, we have been terrorized by one another, driven by made-up 
narratives of difference, by ideologies of supremacy of one kind or another.  
 
The terror feels the same. The answer sounds same.  
 
 
It could have happened. 
It had to happen. 



It happened earlier. Later. 
Nearer. Farther off. 
It happened, but not to you. 
 
You were saved because you were the first. 
You were saved because you were the last. 
 
One hole in the net and you slipped through? 

Listen, 
how your heart pounds inside me. 

 

Let us end with a prayer.  

Dear God, calm center in all,  

power of love that unites us all, 

help us to hear, help us to feel, the pounding heart of others within.  

We have escaped, together. 

History’s nets, history’s ropes, remain. Help us to see. Help to unravel.  

Help us to commit to truth, to reconciliation, to marking the past and remembering the names.   

Help us to speak the truth, to write new narratives, to reject all paradigms of dominance, so 
that history may not repeat. So that we may all finally heal. 

Amen.  
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