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“S o c ia l Jus t ic e  Fo r S uc h A Tim e  As  This ” 
Rev. Annie  Holmes  

We  have  been a  part  of a  remarkable  event  of Unit ed  St at e s  his t ory.  A pe rson 
of African American de scent  is  now t he  Pre s ident  of t he  Unit ed  St at e s .  For 
conse rvat ive  and libe ral and all t hose  in be t ween, t his  has  been an event  t hat  
only 1 0 0  years , 5 0  years  ago would  have  seemed like  a  dream.  We  don’t  even, 
can’t  even imagine  all t he  implicat ions  of t his  event , because  t hey are  not  ye t  a  
part  of re alit y.  I am bowled ove r by t he  implicat ions  of such an event .  I, as  
many of you, wat ched “Root s .”  I know t he  s t a t is t ics  and unde rs t and t hat  more  
minorit ie s  are  in prison t han whit e s , more  inmat e s  on deat h row are  of a  
minorit y he rit age , and so  much more .  Racism, oppre ss ion, c rue lt y, t yranny, 
repre ss ion and coe rc ion s imply because  you are  from a ce rt a in count ry or t he  
color of your skin, or t he  creed you fo llow, is  now and has  a lways  has  been vile , 
and unaccept able .  And t he  ironic  p iece  of t his  human puzzle  is  t hat  oppre ss ion 
t hen and now has  made  us  a ll pay a  great  price  in live s  los t , hope le s sness  bred , 
hos t ilit y nursed, a lienat ion carved int o  t he  ve ry fabric  of a  nat ion t hat  c la ims  
equalit y for a ll. 

The  enforcement  of oppre ss ion ope rat e s  around t he  idea of survival or t he  
enhancement  of a  ce rt a in way of life  t hat  one  majorit y group seeks  t o  maint ain 
for t he ir own comfort  and success .  Oppre ss ion, unfort unat e ly, is  a  mos t  
common human ent e rprise .  All oppre ss ion se t s  up  a  hie rarchy of high and low 
and in and out , t he re fore  as  a  socie t y t hat  c la ims  equalit y for a ll, we  cannot  
jus t ify oppre ss ion.  Nor as  a  church t hat  makes  known it s  fa it h in t he  inhe rent  
d ignit y and wort h of a ll people , can we  knowingly support  oppre ss ion.  But  t he  
fac t  of our live s  is  t hat  – oppre ss ion is  a  mega t rend in American cult ure  t oday. 

Corne l Wes t  in his  book, Race  Mat t e rs , t e lls  his  re ade rs  t hat  t oo  oft en t he  
d iscuss ion of race  and jus t ice  in America  is  confined t o  t he  problems  black 
people  and ot he r minorit ie s  pose  for whit e s , ra t he r t han cons ide ring  what  t his  
way of viewing  black people , and all minorit ie s  reveals  about  us  as  a  nat ion. 

v Libe rals  want  t o  deny black people , and minorit ie s  t he  freedom t o  make  
mis t akes . 

v Conse rvat ive s  e it he r b lame  t he  problems  on t he  minorit ie s  t he re fore  
rende ring  t he ir mise ry invis ib le  or unwort hy of public  a t t ent ion. 

v Libe rals  say minorit ie s  need t o  be  inc luded int o  our “Whit e , he t e rosexual” 
socie t y. 

v Conse rvat ive s  say minorit ie s  should  be  we ll behaved and wort hy of 
accept ance  by t he  whit e , he t e rosexual s t andard  of living . 

Bot h fa il t o  see  t hat  t he  pre sence  and predicament  of a ll minorit ie s  are  ne it he r 
addit ions  nor de flec t ions  from American life .  But  ra t he r, e s sent ia l  

e lement s  of t hat  life  and already a  vit a l part . 
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To engage  in a  se rious  d iscuss ion of race  or equalit y, in t he  cons t ruct ion of a  
social jus t ice  sys t em in t he  Unit ed  St at e s , it  is  impe rat ive  not  t o  begin wit h t he  
supposed problems  of b lack people  or minorit ie s , but  wit h t he  flaws  of our 
socie t y. 

The  dange rous  implicat ion float ing  around in libe ral and conse rvat ive  c irc le s  
t oday is  - t hat  only ce rt a in c it izens  can de fine  what  it  means  t o  be  American 
and t he  re s t  mus t  s imply “fit  in.” Know t hat  I am us ing  t he  word American t o  
de fine  someone  living  in t he  Unit ed  St at e s . I do  realize  t hat  t he re  is  a  Sout h 
America  and a  Cent ral America  and t hat  t hey t oo  are  Americans . But  for t oday I 
wish t o  de fine  my use  of t he  word American as  people  living  in t he  Unit ed  
St at e s . I hope  t hat  is  c lear and not  exclus ionary.  

Those  in power in America have  his t orically cont inued t o  re s is t  fully accept ing  
t he  humanit y of gays , b lacks  and ot he r minorit ie s .  Whit e , he t e rosexual, rich  
and powerful socie t y in it s  hos t ilit y, is  cont inually put t ing  minorit y ac t ions  and 
suffe ring , not  t he ir own anxie t y and fear a t  t he  cent e r of d iscuss ion.  To 
e s t ablish a  new framework, we  need t o  begin wit h a  frank acknowledgment  of 
t he  bas ic  humanness  and Americanness  of e ach of us .  What  have  we  learned 
s ince  9 -1 1 ?   If go  down, we  go down t oge t he r.  If we  succeed, we  will only do 
so  t oge t he r. 

The re  is  no  e scape  from our int e rrac ial, int e rfait h, a ll inc lus ive  view of love , from 
our int e rdependence .  Because  unfort unat e ly, we  in t his  count ry have  been in 
denial about  oppre ss ion, and rac ism and sexism and c las s ism, and one  re sult  of 
t hat  denial is , we  have  creat ed  root le s s , dangling  people  wit h lit t le  link t o  t he  
support ive  ne t works  t hat  once  worked.  Black children, gay, le sbian t e ens , 
minorit y young adult s  t oo  oft en find  t hemse lves  devoid  of family, friends , a  safe  
school, e lement s  of life  t hat  g ive  s t ruct ure  and sus t a in some  sense  of purpose  
in life . 

As  gove rnment  would  ra t he r focus  on economy and polit ics , d iscuss ions  t oday 
conceal t he  mos t  bas ic  is sue  now fac ing  all minorit ie s , t he  nihilis t ic  t hreat  t o  a ll 
who don’t  fit  int o  t he  whit e , he t e rosexual mode .  This  nihilism speaks  t o  t he  
psychological depre ss ion, pe rsonal wort hle s sness  and social de spair so  
widespread in b lack communit ie s , in gay and le sbian c irc le s , in minorit y homes . 

As  far as  many polit ic ians  go, is  t o  re ly on t he  Prot e s t ant  work e t hic  as  if t hat  
was  t he  only measure  by which all minorit ie s  are  t o  be  measured.  If t he re  are  
one  or t wo ins t ances  of minorit ie s  reaching  t he  t op  of t he  g las s  ce iling  in any 
social ladde r, t his  success  should t hen be  a t t a inable  by all people , regardle s s  of 
c ircums t ances .  What  a  narrow view of life  t hat  is .  Once  again t he  majorit y is  
a llowed t o  judge  all people  and all life  by one  s t andard .  Who will s ay no?   Who 
will s ay enough?   Who will s ay, t he re  has  t o  be  anot he r s t andard , more  inc lus ive , 
more  real, more  t rue  t o  t he  way life  is  lived by such a  mixt ure  of cult ure s , 
re lig ions  and mores?  
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This  nihilism, as  p layed out  in millions  of b lack and minorit ie s  live s  is  t he  life  
expe rience  of coping  wit h a  life  of horrifying  meaningle ssness , hope le s sness  and 
mos t  import ant ly love le s sness , or a  sense  of t ruly be longing  t o  our socie t y. And 
now in t he se  recent  mont hs  we  can add t o  t his  long  lis t  of have -not s , t he  new 
poor, t he  new home le ss .  The  fright ening  re sult  is  a  numbing  de t achment  from 
ot he rs  and a  se lf de s t ruct ive  d ispos it ion t oward t he  world .  How many gay, 
le sbian, t ransgende red t e ens  have  we  los t  because  t he re  is  seemingly nowhere  
for t he se  young people  t o  go  for support , love  and mode ls  on how t o  live  who 
t hey really are?  

Life  wit hout  meaning , goals  and love , wit hout  communit y will breed a  
coldheart ed , mean-spirit ed  out look t hat  de s t roys  bot h t he  individual and ot he rs .  
The  ques t ion remains , why t he  cult ural s t ruc t ure s  t hat  once  sus t a ined life  in 
America  are  no  longe r able  t o  fend off t his  nihilis t ic  t hreat ?   Minorit ie s  of a ll 
kinds  have  always  been in American’s  wilde rness  in search of a  promised land.  
Fear of t he  whit e  aut horit y has  d irec t ed  ange r, rage  and de spair t oward fe llow 
minorit y c it izens , e specially t oward b lack women, gay men, and t hose  who are  
t he  mos t  vulne rable  in our socie t y.  What  can we  do?  Take  a  breat h, t he se  are  
huge  is sues . Probably not  t aken care  of or healed  comple t e ly in our life  t ime .  

Any t ime  you spend on he lp ing  minorit ie s , children, animals , t he  eart h find  t he  
same  re spect , d ignit y, funds , jobs , hous ing  e t c . t hat  t he  majorit y has  enjoyed, is  
a  s t ep  in t he  right  d irec t ion.  We  mus t  begin t o  admit , preach, live  as  
Americans , t hat  t he  mos t  valuable  source s  for he lp , hope  and power re s ide s  in 
ourse lve s  and our common his t ory.  We  need t o  focus  our a t t ent ion on t he  
public  square , t he  common good t hat  is  foundat ional t o  our nat ional and g lobal 
de s t ine s .  Be  reminded t hat  as  bridges , t unne ls , subways  and s t ree t s  are  
neglec t ed  in our c it ie s , it  re fle c t s  our own myopic  economic  polic ie s , and t he  
low priorit y we  place  on our common life . 

We  need t o  mee t  t he  need t o  gene rat e  new leade rship , g rounded in grass -root s  
organizing  t hat  highlight s  democrat ic  account abilit y.   He lp  t o  answer whe t he r a  
genuine  mult irac ia l democracy can be  creat ed  and sus t a ined in an e ra  of g lobal 
e conomy.  We  need t o  be  reminded again t hat  s t ruc t ure s  and behavior are  
inseparable , t hat  ins t it ut ions  and value s  mus t  go  hand in hand. 

Cult ure , a ll cult ure  is  root ed  in ins t it ut ions  such as  familie s , s chools , churches , 
communicat ion, indus t rie s , TV and radio .  We  need t o  not  be  afraid  t o  de lve  int o  
t he  dept hs  of de spair and dread t hat  now flood t he  s t ree t s , t he  homes  of 
minorit ie s , t he  poor, t he  home le ss  in America .  Nihilism is  a  d isease  of t he  soul.  
It  needs  t o  be  cured not  by leg is la t ion only.  The re  needs  t o  be  a  ques t  t o  honor 
a  b lack ident it y, a  gay ident it y, an Arabic  ident it y, a  Mexican ident it y, e t c . 
because  t his  ident it y is  int egral in t a lking  about  rac ia l, s exual and c las s  equalit y.  
Racism and homophobia  are  re la t ed  cous ins .  And ques t ing  for ident it y involves  
se lf-re spect  and se lf regard .  A program of social jus t ice , whe t he r by you 
yourse lf or t his  church in gene ral is  a  s t ep  t oward t hat  se lf-re spect  and se lf 
regard  t hat  g ive s  and sus t a ins  life  for t hose  who finally ge t  it .  They are  wort hy, 
t hey have  d ignit y, t hey have  right s , jus t  as  t hey are . 
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So, we  are  in a  unique  pos it ion now wit h t he  le ade rship  opport unit ie s  we  have  in 
Washingt on t o  make  some  dreams  come  t rue  t hat  maybe  would  neve r have  had 
a  chance  be fore .  But  t he  onus  or re spons ibilit y s t ill fa lls  upon us , you and I t o  
do  what  we  can do t o  make  social jus t ice  a  realit y for a ll people  no mat t e r t he ir 
race , s exual pre fe rence , income , educat ion or creed.  All problems  have  spirit ual 
answers .  And none  more  so  t han t he  ques t ion of how t o  be  jus t  and hones t  
and loving  in a  challenging  t ime .  

But  p lease , be fore  you jump int o  any ac t ion wit h bot h fee t  and all t he  ene rgy 
you can mus t e r, t ake  some  t ime  t o  medit a t e , t o  pray, t o  be  wit h your own 
fears , your own ideas , your own longings . Because  if you are  not  in t ouch wit h 
what  is  your mot ivat ion, what  are  your fears , your own pre judice s , your own 
love  base , you may burn like  a  bright  candle  for a  while , but  you will burn out  
wit h fa t igue , cynic ism, and t he  fee ling  of be ing  ove r burdened if you are  not  
p lugged int o  a  ene rgy source  t hat  neve r fa ils , neve r needs  new bat t e rie s , neve r 
has  a  power out age , and t hat  source  is  - your sense  of t he  holy, your sense  of 
purpose , your reason for living ,  t hat  c lear and hones t  mot ivat ion for a ll you do. 
Eve ry morning  you need t o  be  in t ouch wit h t hat  power source  in orde r t o  do  
what  you want , wish, will t o  do  for t he  world  during  t he  day.  All problems  are  
spirit ual, a ll t rue  answers  are  complicat ed . Take  a  deep breat h each morning  and 
t ouch t hat  power base  firs t  for yourse lf, be fore  you t ouch anot he r be ing . 

We  say in t he  face  of t he se  large  and looming is sues , I am only one  pe rson and I 
have  my own is sues , fe ars ,  financial and phys ical limit a t ions . And t hat  is  ve ry 
t rue . And we  say, I live  in my own need for an ident it y and a  voice  and own 
needs  t aken care  of. And t hat  is  mos t  de finit e ly t rue . But , in t he  face  of t he se  
large , looming social is sues , when you read t o  a  child  you are  opening  up a  world  
for t hem t hat  may las t  a  life  t ime . When you hand a  can of food t o  someone  
you are  t he  hand of creat or, sus t a ine r and redeemer. When you counse l, or hug  
a  be reaved pe rson, lay your hands  on t he  s ick or dying , you are  t he  be loved 
communit y a live  and we ll.  These  b ig  is sues  are  not  going  away, but  we  need t o  
cont inue  t o  look at  t hem wit h hones t y and fearle s sness  and remember wit h t he  
macrocosm of  rac ism, pove rt y, hope le s s  and fear, you are  a lready, by your 
deeds , a  light  a t  t he  end of t he  t unne l. 

I invit e  you now t o  go on a  canoe  ride  wit h me .  The  morning  is  c risp  and c lear, 
a lt hough it  is  cold .  We  all c limb int o  our re spect ive  canoes .  Some  of us  will be  
s it t ing  in t he  middle , t oo  t ired  t his  morning  t o  paddle , but  t hat ’s  ok, because  
t he re  are  many ot he rs  of us  who are  ready and willing  t o  paddle  unt il la t e r in t he  
day. So, he re  we  go, we  push our canoes  int o  t he  wat e r, t he  rive r of our live s .  
Our canoes  are  t he  foundat ions  t hat  we  have  already se t  for ourse lve s ; fa it h in 
ourse lve s  and each ot he r, a  willingness  t o  he lp  whe re  he lp  is  needed, a  firm 
be lie f in t he  power of church and t he  be loved communit y, peace  in our heart s  
because  we  know all t he  work of creat ing  a  wonde rful world  will not  be  
comple t ed  in our life  t ime , but  we  t ruly be lieve  t hat  one  canoe  paddle  a t  a  t ime  
will ge t  us  t o  whe re  we  need t o  be , a t  le as t  in t his  life  t ime .  As  we  begin our 
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journey, as  we  se t  our paddle s  int o  t he  wat e r we  see  our breat hs  come  out  and 
form short  waves  of fros t .   

Eve ry breat h, eve ry paddle  reminds  us  we  are  moving , we  are  on a  journey.  
Some t imes  we  see  we  have  t o  swit ch s ide s  of t he  canoe  in orde r t o  avoid  a  rock 
or a  branch laying  across  our pat h.  But  we  dodge  t he se  obs t ac le s  wit h ease  and 
grace , many of us  paddling  now for a  long , long  t ime .  We  look behind us  and 
see  some  of t he  newer canoe rs  are  not  so  adept  a t  avoiding  t he  rocks  and 
branches , so  we  s low down and go back and show t hem how it  is  done .  
Some t imes  t hey smile  a t  us  and t hank us , some t imes  t hey snarl and say, t hey 
could  have  done  it  wit hout  our he lp . We  s igh, and smile  a lso , knowing we  were  
t he  new canoe rs  once  t oo . 

Now t he re  are  many canoes  coming down t he  rive r.  Some  of t hem going  ve ry 
fas t  indeed.  We  wave  t o  t hem.  In some  canoes  we  are  amazed t hat  we  see  our 
Grandfat he rs  and Grandmot he rs , our Mot he rs  and Fat he rs , our Aunt s  and 
Uncle s , our s is t e rs  and brot he rs , a ll paddling  away. We  wave  and wonde r, and 
are  reminded, ah, ye s  t hey t oo  are  on t his  journey, even if some  of t hem are  no 
longe r wit h us .  And t hen t he re  are  t he  canoes  t hat  are  3 6  fee t  long  and carry 
whole  familie s  and nat ions  and gene rat ions .  They s lide  by eas ily, some t imes  
waving , some t imes  ignoring  us , some t imes  asking  for d irec t ions  or caut ion as  t o  
whe re  are  t he  rapids , some t imes  maybe  even t rying  t o  t ip  us  ove r, and 
some t imes  g iving  us  much needed bread and wat e r for our own t rip .  We  hear 
t he ir songs , we  hear t he ir s t orie s  and we  wish t o  some t imes  s ing  along  wit h 
t hem. 

Our canoe  part y has  wit hin it , as  a ll good canoe  part ie s  have , a  voice  of reason. 
When you are  in t he  wilde rness  of life , wit h no 7 -1 1 , no  Freddie s , no  Safe -Way 
t he re  needs  t o  be  t he  voice  t hat  t e lls  you how much wat e r you have  le ft , how 
much food t he re  is  for t he  re s t  of t he  journey, how many more  mile s  t he re  are  
t o  go  unt il t he  next  re s t  s t op .  Paddle , paddle , paddle , paddle .  You are  ge t t ing  
t ired . You have  been s t ee ring  for a  long , long  t ime .  The  one  in t he  middle  is  
re ady t o  he lp  out  aft e r t he ir re s t . Yes , re s t  is  good.  But  you fee l guilt y about  
g iving  up your pos t . You are  t he  be s t  s t e e re r you t e ll t hem, ye s , ye s  t hey say, 
but  t he re  are  o t he rs  who can also  s t ee r.   So , wit h some  re luct ance  you paddle  
ove r t o  shore , ge t  out , s t re t ch and s it  down in t he  middle  of t he  canoe  as  
someone  e lse  t akes  your p lace .  As  you hang on t o  t he  s ide s  you see  t he re  is  so  
much t o  see  you did  not  see  while  you we re  working  so  hard  a t  s t e e ring .  The  
c louds , t he  t re e s , t he  cranes , t he  he ron, t he  t urt le , t he  o t he r canoes .  You wave  
and some  wave  back, some  don’t .  All of t hem rushing  t o  somewhere  in t he ir 
own foundat ions , on t he  rive r of life .   

The  journey is  long , t he  obs t ac le s  are  many, and each paddle  from a small canoe  
seems  so  lit t le , so  ordinary, so  not hing  in t he  scheme  of wide , wide  rive r t hat  
neve r seems  t o  end.  But  be  a t  peace , you lit t le  paddle r, in your lit t le  canoe , it  is  
exact ly by each paddle , e ach lis t ening  t o  t he  voice  of reason, wat ching  for 
obs t ac le s , and waving  at  o t he r canoe rs  t hat  we  are  t rue  t o  t he  t ask of t his  life .  
So , paddle  on, lit t le  paddle rs , and know t hat  even if t he  eddy you make  wit h 
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your paddle  is  absorbed by t he  rive r is  a  mat t e r of seconds , ene rgy g iven free ly 
and in love  is  neve r t ruly los t .  

Ask yourse lve s , wit h whom do you eat , who s ings  wit h you, wit h whom do you 
as sociat e  and who do you he lp?   Answer t hose  ques t ions  and you will know t he  
answer of how t o  be  more  d ive rse . What  p ic t ure s  are  hanging  on your walls?   
Are  t he re  people  of d iffe rent  colored  skins , d iffe rent  life s t yle s , d iffe rent  creeds  
ce lebrat ed  in your life ?   Do you read books  from ot he r cult ure s?   Do you lis t en 
t o  mus ic  from ot he r lands , o t he r t ongues  t han American and English?   

To an end t hat  could  promot e  d ive rs it y in our live s  as  a  church communit y, I 
have  some  symbolic  seeds  he re  t oday, seeds  for change  t hat  can be  p lant ed  
wit hin our heart s .  The  soil is  t he  nourishment  and encouragement  t hat  we  can 
g ive  t o  each ot he r.   The  pot  is  our communit y t hat  holds  us  t oge t he r.  The  
seeds  are  each and eve ry one  of us , re ady t o  grow and blossom int o  ac t ion and 
love . 

v Be  it  re solved: t o  work wit hin t his  congregat ion t o  ident ify oppre ss ive  
behaviors  we  exhibit  as  individuals  and as  an ins t it ut ion, and t hen find  
ways  t o  e liminat e  t hose  behaviors . For example  do we  only ident ify people  
by t he ir race , or t he ir s exual pre fe rence . Like  saying , “The  Black lady, t he  
Mexican man, t he  gay hairdre sse r, t he  Mus lim and so  fort h. How come  we  
neve r say t he  whit e  Prot e s t ant  e t hic  male?” Because  somewhere  ins ide  us  
we  know people  are  so  much more  t han s imply t he ir race , t he ir s exual 
orient at ion, or t he ir c reed.  

v Be  it  re solved: t o  furt he r explore  more  use s  of worship  re sources  from 
dive rse  cult ure s  be  used in our church’s  mus ic  and worship  mat e ria ls  so  
t hat  we  become  familiar wit h o t he r fa it hs , o t he r viewpoint s , o t he r ways  of 
looking  at  life . 

v Be  it  re solved: t o  conduct  a  program of t his  church’s  his t ory regarding  
rac ial d ive rs it y and social jus t ice  prac t ice s . 

v Be  it  re solved t o  cont inue  t o  make  linkages  wit h communit y organizat ion 
e specially in low income  areas . 

v Be  it  re solved t he re  will be  an evaluat ion of t he  cont ent  and process  of 
t he  church’s  re lig ious  educat ion program, and adult  programs  for t he ir 
support  of a  d ive rse  way of looking  at  life . 

v Be  it  re solved t hat  we  will e ach in our way, wit hin our own emot ional, 
mone t ary and phys ical limit a t ions  t o  do what  we  can t o  furt he r our 7  
princ ip le s  t hat  speak t o  value s  we  affirm and promot e . 

As  we  wat ch t he se  seeds  t hat  have  been laying  dormant  for mont hs  and 
mont hs  grow int o  fruit ion, may our re solve s  a lso  grow int o  a  communit y 
out growt h t hat  is  more  open, more  loving , more  inc lus ive  of a ll people s . 

 

 


