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We are a nation in crisis. 

 

As we prepare to enter the 13th week of the coronavirus pandemic, over 110,000 have died in the United 

States.  These are the confirmed cases, and the number is likely much higher.  Over 40 million people 

have lost their jobs.  We are living with uncertainty about schools and other basic aspects of our lives.  

And the pandemic could last months or even years with ebbs and flows.  Our lives have been radically 

disrupted, causing feelings of anxiety, loneliness and isolation. 

 

Then, our country erupted last week at yet another video of a senseless death of an unarmed Black man, 

George Floyd, at the hands of police in Minneapolis, MN.  Just weeks ago, Breonna Taylor, a Black 

woman, was shot to death by police in Louisville, KY.  And there was also a sickening video of 

vigilantes chasing and gunning down Ahmaud Arbery in Brunswick, GA.  Those perpetrators were only 

charged months after the murder when the video was released.  These are simply part of a long pattern 

of Black and Brown victims of being lynched in America.  The police violence reveals the stain of 

systemic racism and unequal treatment in our law enforcement system. 

 

Crowds of people emerged from their physical distancing and isolation to express their outrage and to 

protest.  A very small number of people took advantage of the chaos by looting and vandalizing 

businesses.  But the vast majority of those exercising their First Amendment right have been peaceful.  

I’m grateful that some of our own members participated in a protest in Pullman this past Sunday. 

 

Brazilian Archbishop, Dom Helder Camara, once said, 

 

When I fed the poor, they called me a saint. 

When I asked why they are poor, they called me a communist. 

 

We need to have the courage to ask, “why?”  We cannot ignore the systemic nature of poverty and 

racism in our nation. 

 

There are many aspects to Jesus: the teacher, the mystic, the healer.  But one of the aspects that is the 

first to be forgotten is Jesus, the social prophet.  Jesus located himself in the great tradition of the 

prophets.  He advocated a kind of peace that went beyond the personal peace of our hearts, to a kind of 

peace that established an entirely new order on earth.  

 

Bishop Camara wrote about three levels of societal violence:   

 

Level One is violence of oppression and injustice.  This is the violence that people experience when they 

live in poverty, hunger and deprivation.  One could call this “systemic violence.”  Level Two is the 

violence that emerges from this despair—rebellion and revolt.  I would also include random, senseless 
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violence and crime that comes out of hopelessness and rage.  Level Three violence is the response to 

level two violence: repression and imprisonment. 

 

A just society starts with level one, the violence of poverty and inequality.  It all starts there.  The 

prophet, Jeremiah, talked about a false peace that ignores it: 

 

Prophets and priests are frauds, every one of them!  They bind my people’s wounds, but only 

skin deep, when they say, “Peace, peace,” when there is no peace. 

 

And Jesus challenged this superficial peace of Rome, the Pax Romana, the peace of the mere absence of 

war, and he was violently executed for sedition as a political threat of the empire. 

 

This is an aspect of Jesus that is probably the most difficult to hear, and so this is why it is probably 

absent.  Yes, Jesus leads us to a peace within our hearts that is unshakable and personal.  But he also 

leads us to a peace that is external and in direct conflict with the world.  Jesus called attention to the 

kingdom of heaven, which is internal.  “It is within you,” he said.  But he also called for this kingdom to 

be established “on earth, as it is in heaven.”  In other words, he called for a new order, a transformation 

of society.  He expected his followers to work to establish this new reign of peace.  As some have 

pointed out, anyone can love peace, but Jesus didn't say, "Blessed are the peace-lovers." He says 

“peacemakers.” He is referring to a life vocation, not a hobby on the sidelines of life. 

 

The people we see in the streets are in the tradition of Jesus.  They are true peacemakers, calling 

attention to the systemic violence of oppression and injustice.  As Bryan Stevenson said, “We have a 

system of justice that treats you better if you’re rich and guilty than if you’re poor and innocent.” 

 

In her landmark book, The New Jim Crow, Michelle Alexander reminds us that the original Jim Crow 

was a name of a minstrel show character, and it represented a time of lynching and terror and the system 

of laws in the South that were implemented to demean and to keep black men, women and children “in 

their place” after the abolition of slavery.  These were laws that prohibited intermingling of whites and 

black, laws against inter-marriage (finally overturned in 1967), voting and discrimination in virtually 

every sphere of life. 

 

In many ways, Jim Crow was dismantled by the Civil Rights Act (1964), the Voting Rights Act (1965) and 
Supreme Court decisions that overcame the “separate and unequal” structure of schools. 
 
Alexander argues, very persuasively, that “mass incarceration is, metaphorically, the New Jim Crow and 
that the criminal justice system has become a tool for a system that would keep black people “in their 
place.” 
 
The number of men incarcerated went from 300,000 in 1980 to 2.3 million 30 years later!  This was 
fueled primarily by the “war on drugs” declared by Ronald Reagan in 1982.  This was followed by the 
Anti-Drug Abuse Act in 1986, mandatory minimum sentences and huge expenditures for enforcement. 
 
The United States now has the highest incarceration rate in the world and imprisons a larger 
percentage of its black population than South Africa did at the height of Apartheid!  One in three black 
men will be incarcerated sometime in their life.   
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From the beginning to the end of the criminal justice system, the black community is disenfranchised 
and marginalized.  They experience more suspicion, scrutiny and arrests; less adequate defense, more 
plea bargains, harsher sentencing, and the stigma and obstacles to employment and opportunity with 
the “criminal” label.  As a result, black families and communities are decimated and put “in their 
place.” 
 

Jesus, the central figure of our tradition, sought to transform not just hearts, but he sought to transform 

systems and laws that uphold privilege. 

 

There is also the violence of unjust and racist policing.  Unarmed African American men are five times 

more likely than white men to be killed by the police.  The recent death of George Floyd is not simply 

an isolated incident but is part of a larger pattern.  And it simply lights the fuse to a powder keg that is 

already there.  William Sloane Coffin once said,  “Why ask, ‘Who lit the match?’ instead of, ‘How come 

there is a fuse attached to a powder keg?’” 

 

The sense of outrage and frustration is understandable and justified.  This systemic violence leads to 

rebellion and revolt.  As Martin Luther King said, “the riot is the language of the unheard.”   

 

Another reason there’s a powder keg with a fuse in it has been a war on the poor and working class and 

the widening chasm between the rich and the poor.  The decimation of the middle class and destruction 

of the social safety net is systemic violence.  Black and brown people are disproportionally hurt by this.  

As the super wealthy grab an ever larger share of the pie, we see the violence of hunger, poverty, the 

loss of opportunity and hopelessness.  After the Great Recession of 2008, Wall Street, whose greed 

caused the crash, got a bailout, while 10 million families lost their homes to foreclosure.  During the so-

called recovery, almost all the gains went to the top 1%, as the gap between the super wealthy and 

everyone else widened even more!  Last year, billionaires and corporations received a $1.5 trillion tax 

break.  This was followed by calls to cut Social Security and Medicare, that many senior citizens rely 

upon for survival. 

 

This is a form of violence.  It is a system, said Martin Luther King, “that takes necessities from the 

masses to give luxuries to the classes.”  He also said that “this country has socialism for the rich, and 

rugged individualism for the poor.” 

 

This violence of injustice has been laid bare  during this coronavirus pandemic.  Millions of small 

businesses are at risk of closing, while Wall Street received a $4.5 trillion bailout, looting our national 

treasury.  Over 40% of those who make $40,000 or less have lost their jobs, while U.S. billionaires got 

$565 billion richer in the last two months.  Jeff Bezos, alone, saw his wealth increase by $36 billion.

 So yes, there is a powder keg there. 

 

So people are rising up against the systemic violence upon us by policing, criminal justice and economic 

decisions, and they are being met with Level Three violence, the violence of repression. We have seen 

video after video of excessive, violent police action against nonviolent, unarmed protestors.  Unjustified 

attacks with deadly rubber bullets, billy clubs and tear gas have only escalated the anger and unrest.  The 

brutal, militarized response against our nonviolent citizens is totally unwarranted in a free, democratic 

nation.  I am deeply saddened, and expect much, much more from the police and leaders of our country. 
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The President then used the military against its own civilians, clearing a path from the White House to 

St. John’s Church by using tear gas and attacking peaceful protesters and journalists, so he could do a 

photo-op holding a Bible and declaring himself “Your Law and Order President.”  In the Rose Garden 

he announced he would “dominate” the protesters, calling them “terrorists” and shaming governors for 

not locking everyone up.  This is repressive violence. 

 

But what he doesn’t know is that Bible he was waving is a liberation story.  It is about a God who sides 

with the weak, the poor, the powerless and the dispossessed.  Just as Moses came against Pharaoh, and 

Jesus came against the Roman Empire, we are now called to come against a system of domination that 

has its knee on the neck of black, brown and poor people. 

 

Our nation is convulsed in pain, and the situation requires much of us, as people of faith, to bear witness 

and persevere.  I pray for strength, courage and compassion for us all in this time.  Don’t give up.  The 

dawn will come after this terrible darkness, but only if we demand it. 


