
“Naming the Ties That Divide Us” 
Rev. Beth Hennessy 

August 18, 2019 
 
 

I don’t know about other ministers, but sometimes thoughts or ideas about what I am 
going to preach come to me in the middle of the night.  A couple of weeks ago I read for the first 
time “A Brown Boy in Atlanta…”, our poem this week. It left me feeling unsettled to think about 
this young man feeling so under attack because of the color of his skin. I was rolling it around in 
my head at about 2 in the morning when a memory came to me that I hadn’t thought of in years.  
 

In 1968 I entered the 5th grade. 1968 had already been a tough year. Martin Luther King 
and Bobby Kennedy had been assassinated. The country was moaning and struggling with grief 
and cries for justice and civil rights. I was aware of it all and I knew there was racial prejudice in 
our town, but felt isolated from it in the school that I loved.  It was considered an “at risk” school 
because it was racially and economically diverse, but to my knowledge, as a little white girl, we 
seemed protected from prejudice. We all got along and were close. Then one day my worldview 
was rocked.  There was a boy in our class named Greg. He was black and he was the class 
clown. He didn’t focus well on work and could be disruptive but he was a good kid and my 
friend. Looking back, he probably had an undiagnosed learning disability that kept him from 
sitting still and focusing on his work.  
 

On this particular day I don’t remember anything that happened before or after, but 
suddenly our teacher, a big, beefy man, grabbed Greg by the shirt, put him up against the 
blackboard and yelled at him “you are nothing. You won’t amount to anything and you’ll 
probably end up in jail”.   

 
We were in 5th grade. We were 11.  
 
I remember the look of shock and fear on Greg’s face and I remember feeling absolutely 

numb with fright. And I knew in my gut, even as an 11 year old, that he never would have done 
it to a white boy.  

 
Fast forward 50 years and here we are. Not only are things no better but they feel worse. 

The Voting Rights Act has been gutted, systematic racism is targeting black males on a daily 
basis. White supremacy/white nationalism is on the rise, in fact it seems more emboldened than I 
can ever remember. Migrants at the border and those within the country trying to make a new life 
are treated worse than criminals – tearing families apart. 
 

Our country feels torn apart as well. Those who seem to want to purify it and take it back 
to a time when the status quo was white European Christian vs. those who want a diverse society 
of people made up of all religions and ethnic backgrounds.  
 

The division, the struggle seems like a bad thing, but maybe it isn’t. Our Luke passage 
this morning has startlingly harsh words from Jesus, “Do you think I have come to bring peace to 
the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division”.    



 
He predicts the division of households that set family members against one 

another…father against son, mother against daughter and so on.  In the 1st century world these 
relationships are not just family ties based on affection but they are based on duty and obligation. 
Each has a specific role.  
 

For example, the eldest son was expected to inherit his father’s property, the unmarried 
daughter was expected to maintain her chastity or honor so she could marry well. Her mother 
was expected to protect her daughter for marriage. The primary role of a daughter-in-law 
marrying into the family was of course to bear children, particularly sons, to carry on the family 
line. It is these kinship relationships based on duty that Jesus is addressing. If you follow him – 
be you man or woman- you are throwing off these old obligations to follow Jesus and participate 
in a new way of living.  This brought about social upheaval in Jesus time and in the period of the 
early church. Those who follow Jesus are defying the status quo which favors those in power at 
the expense of the powerless and are opting for a new reality of equality and justice.  
 

As scholar Richard Carlson puts it “The divinely wrought peace that Jesus inaugurates 
involves the establishment of proper relationships of mercy, compassion and justice between 
God and humanity.” He goes on to point out that not everyone wants or welcomes this new 
divine peace plan.  It upsets the order of things  and causes fissures among all facets of society.   
People will either embrace or be repelled by what God is doing in Jesus. Jesus did not come to 
validate human institutions and their values but to initiate God’s radical will.  
   

So back to where we are today. Given the extreme nature of the current culture and 
administration, if we are going to be followers of Jesus, we are going to have to experience 
division. As Albert Einstein said “to be silent is to be guilty of complicity”. There may be those 
who would say right about now “I don’t want to hear politics at church”. But racism isn’t politics 
it’s a sin. Stephan Mattson, of  Sojourners magazine, wrote recently that “Racism is the antithesis 
of holiness because it denies the divine image of God in others. To engage in racism is to engage 
in wickedness and to passively ignore it - and refuse to condemn it – is to be guilty of 
complicity.”  
 

He goes on to say “Jesus bravely and boldly stood up for women, children, Gentiles, 
Samaritans, the poor and the sick.  By taking a stand he became unpopular, chased by mobs, 
hated by religious leaders and was ultimately arrested and crucified on a cross.” Now most 
people would not consider themselves racist, sexist, homophobic or xenophobic. In fact, a lot of 
people are putting a lot of energy into saying they are not these things. And a phrase I hear often, 
especially from those on the more progressive or liberal end of the spectrum is “this isn’t who we 
are”.  But here’s the thing:  as a country this is who we are or at least who we have been 
historically.  
 

Slavery, the Trail of Tears, forcing Native Americans onto reservations, Jim Crow, 
Japanese internment camps, the red lining of cities, turning back boats filled with Jewish asylum 
seekers, and now putting refugees in jails and cages and separating children from their families.  
These are sins of our nation and sins that the church as whole, historically has been complicit in.  
 



As Christians we are a confessing faith. To overcome a sin we must first confess the sin 
and own it. Instead of living in a state of denial by saying “this isn’t who we are,” we’re called to 
confess our sin and say this isn’t who we want to be. We need to acknowledge how those of us 
who are white, benefit from a racist system.  

 
I live in East Amherst. When my son was about 15 years old he began sneaking out at 

night. I’d hear the back door open and close around 1 a.m. He would meet his two buddies at the 
corner, walk to Wegmans and get pop and chips and then sit on the curb or walk around the 
neighborhood and felt defiant. It drove me nuts. It didn’t help that my husband had a “boys will 
be boys, they aren’t hurting anyone, they’ll be fine” attitude about it. I was going to stop it.  
I told my son that there was a curfew and they could get picked up by the police. To reinforce 
my point I called Amherst police, but to my dismay was told there is no curfew and if the boys 
weren’t up to mischief it was fine.  
 

The desk sergeant went on to say that if a police cruiser saw the boys they would stop and 
make sure they were okay. He suggested my son program the police number into his phone in 
case he needed help.  Great.  
 

Not long after that Trayvon Martin was assaulted and killed walking home in the evening 
with a bag of Skittles in his hand. He wore his sweatshirt with the hood up, my son wore his the 
same way. You all know the story. The killer was acquitted on “stand your ground” even though 
he initiated the assault. At that moment, my white privilege hit me in the face. I didn’t have the 
same worries as a black mother. I didn’t have to have “the talk” about how to handle being 
stopped by police the way a black mother would, simply because my son is white.  
 

Part of our confessing is acknowledging our privilege and addressing it. In my experience 
that is a hard thing for many of us to do.  We all know about the agenda of the far right, 
including the right-wing church, that seeks to deny rights to others. But among so-called 
progressives we have challenges as well.  In her book “White Fragility” Robin DiAngelo notes 
that “white progressives can be the most difficult for people of color because, to the degree that 
we think we have arrived, we will out our energy not making sure that others see us as having 
arrived”.  In other words, we think we already get it and have nothing else to learn. She goes on 
“White progressives do indeed uphold racism, but our defensiveness and certitude make it 
virtually impossible to explain to us how we do.”   OUCH.  
 

So, where to we go from here? First, we acknowledge that following Jesus is going to 
cause division and separation and we have to be okay with that. Standing up for what is right and 
just and merciful is rarely seen as neutral.  
 

Second, we listen, listen, listen to the stories of those who are, or have been, on the 
receiving end of unjust laws and discriminatory social and cultural ideals and mores.  
Next, we speak.  We speak with those who can speak for themselves, we speak out for those who 
cannot speak for themselves. That may mean having difficult conversations with family, friends 
or co-workers that we have in the past avoided. It means saying something when someone makes 
a derogatory or uninformed comment about migrants or people of color. 
 



It is an uncomfortable thing to do there is no doubt. But we aren’t doing it alone. We do it 
with the support of our faith community, with the strength of the saints who have gone before us 
and knowing that following Jesus as true disciples will keep us strong.  
As it says in Hebrews:  
 

“Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside 
every weight and sin that clings to us so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race 
that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the 
sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding shame, and has 
taken his seat at the right of the throne of God.” 

 
Amen 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


