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I 
What, in the name of God, could I—a privileged white man whose only encounters with 

the police have been one speeding ticket and being arrested (in the most genteel manner) for 
protesting at the state legislative building—possibly have to say, on the day before the 
commemoration of the 86th anniversary of the birth of the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., about 
the deaths of Eric Garner, Michael Brown, Tamir Rice, and other unarmed African American 
men at the hands of police officers across the country? 

What right do I have to say anything about race and racism in American society? 
None! 
And yet, I have to say something.  
Because more than 50 years after Dr. King delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech on the 

steps of the Lincoln Memorial—a speech in which he said that America’s promise of justice and 
freedom for all would ring hollow as long as black men and women and children were the 
victims of police brutality—racism, racial discrimination, racial profiling, and racial injustice are 
still alive and well.  

II 
As Unitarian Universalists, we believe that all lives matter—that the life of each and 

every person is precious, unique, and sacred regardless of race, color, gender, sexual 
orientation, religion, ability, or economic status. 

We believe that we are all more human than otherwise and that all people are all 
deserving of the blessings of Life.  

All lives matter. 
And yet, today, I need to say explicitly that black lives matter. Because the reality is that 

the society in which we live far too often discounts the value of black lives.  
III 

I don’t know whether officer Darren Wilson was justified in shooting Michael Brown as 
he was arresting Brown for robbing a convenience store. I don’t know whether the grand jury 
was right in refusing to charge officer Wilson for killing Brown.  

But, from what I know, I do believe that police officers used excessive force in arresting 
Eric Garner and that, despite his fears that twelve-year-old Tamir Rice had a real gun, Cleveland 
police officer, Timothy Loehmann, acted from a “shoot first, ask questions later” mentality. 

And what I know and believe, deep down in my heart and bones, is that, regardless of 
the facts and legalities or illegalities, these three incidents point to something much larger and 
pervasive—something deeper and much more troubling—than the deaths of three African 
Americans at the hands of police officers: something that is deeply rooted in the historic and 
ongoing issues of race and racism in American society and within ourselves.  

IV 
But what can I say, as a privileged white man, about race and racism? How can I, as a 

privileged white man, understand the persistent reality of race and racism?  
What do I know? What right do I have to say anything?  
What should I do in response to systemic racial injustice? What can I do?  



What can we do as Unitarian Universalists—as people who believe that all lives matter? 
What should we do? 

The answer, I believe, is simple—and so very, very hard. It’s the answer that you heard 
last week when Jim VanKirk preached about his own struggles with race and racism as a 
privileged white man. 

V 
It starts with awareness—awareness of the reality of race and racism in the world and 

the reality of racism within ourselves. It starts with opening our eyes to see the world as it 
really is and ourselves as we really are.  

Race is a social construct, not a genetic reality. But both race and racism are really real—
as real as the beating of our hearts and the air that we breathe.  

Comedian Steven Colbert, former host of the Comedy Channel’s Colbert Report, often 
claimed that he was color blind—that he just saw people as people and didn’t know whether he 
or his guests were black or white.  

He wasn’t serious, of course. It was social satire directed against those who quote Dr. 
King’s dream of a day when his children would be judged by the content of their character and 
not by the color of their skin as justification for being blind to their own privilege and power 
and to the continued reality of racial injustice and inequality suffered by African Americans and 
other people of color in America today. 

For a color blind America is a distortion of Dr. King’s dream. And to be color blind is to 
be blind: blind to the beauty of the rainbow of colors and cultures and stories that enrich this 
country and our lives; blind to the reality of race and racism and their consequences for people 
of color; blind to the privilege of white people. 

VI 
It starts with awareness and leads to acceptance.  
Not just acceptance that, like global climate change, race and racism exist.  
And certainly not acceptance that there’s nothing that we can do about race and racism, 

but rather acceptance of our responsibility to try to do something and, as white people, 
accepting the experience and feelings of people of color with respect to race and racism as valid 
and real, rather than dismissing, minimizing, or trying to explain them away. 

As a white man, I have no idea what it’s really like—what it really feels like—to be black 
in America. I can only begin to imagine. Because I’ll never know the insult of being stopped by 
police for the crime of “driving while black.” I’ll never know what it’s like to be afraid of the 
police, not for what I’ve done but because of the color of my skin. I never had to have the 
conversations that the parents of black or biracial teenagers have to have with their children 
about encounters with the police.  

It may be true, as the folks on Fox News said, that Ferguson is not Selma. But it’s not 
surprising that many African Americans see the shooting of Michael Brown by a Ferguson police 
officer and, even more so, the police reaction to protests against the shooting, against the 
backdrop of policemen beating marchers 50 years ago as they crossed the Edmund Pettus 
Bridge in Selma, the water canons and snarling police dogs unleashed against civil rights 
protesters by Bull Connor in Birmingham, the refusal of an all-white Alabama grand jury to 
indict the state trooper who shot Jimmie Lee Jackson, and thousands of lynchings of black men 
in the South. 



More than 50 years ago, the African American author James Baldwin wrote that: “To be 
a Negro in America and to be relatively conscious is to be in a rage most of the time.”  

And, sadly, his words still ring true today.  
For there is not only a deep-seated fear but also a palpable rage is felt by many people 

of color today—a rage and fear that white people need to accept as valid and real.  
A rage and fear that’s reflected in a recent Washington Post article about the pastor of a 

large African American church who asked how many people in the congregation had had a 
negative encounter with police (pause) and 99% of the people raised their hands.   

As Jim said last week, we need to shut up and listen so we can hear the voices and 
accept the experience of people of color about race and racism. 

VII 
Awareness. Acceptance. Action. (Pause.) Ah, there’s the rub!  
What to do?  
Where, as Dr. King asked, do we go from here? 
I wish I knew, but I don’t.  
I know that the journey begins with awareness and acceptance. But I don’t know the 

next step or which path to take. 
I don’t know. I can only hope and dream and take one small step—a giant leap of faith—

determined that, in the face of racial injustice and inequality, we won’t give in to fear or 
despair, that we won’t be consumed by anger and rage, that we will listen to the voices of 
those who live on the margins and engage in difficult and sometimes painful conversations, that 
won’t not be paralyzed by uncertainty and privilege, that we will be willing to take the risks that 
are necessary to become catalysts of change. And that will have to be enough for now.  

May it be so.  


