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Systemic Causes of Injustice
In keeping with our commitment to contemplative listening, and aware of the 
initiatives of regions to implement the 2015 Assembly Resolution, the Global 
Concerns Committee has heard a call from the membership to recognize 
racism as a systemic, structural cause underlying and contributing to the 
multiple situations of injustice identified in the LCWR Call. We recommend 
that the 2015 Resolution be amended to reflect this awareness and propose 
the following for consideration at the LCWR 2016 assembly.

RESOLUTION
Grounded in our belief that action on behalf of justice is a constitutive 
element of the Gospel, we, the Leadership Conference of Women Religious, 
affirm the interrelatedness of the justice concerns addressed by our recent 
assembly resolutions. Following in the footsteps of Jesus, we commit our-
selves to examine the root causes of injustice, particularly racism, and our 
own complicity as congregations, and to work to effect systemic change 
as we struggle to establish economic justice, abolish modern-day slavery, 
ensure immigrant rights, promote nonviolence, and protect Earth and its 
biosphere.  We pledge prayer, education, and advocacy and commit to using 
our collective voice, resources, and power in collaboration with others to 
establish justice which reflects God’s abundant love and desire that all may 
have life.
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Reading: “The Original Sin and Its Legacy,” from America’s 
Original Sin by Jim Wallis, pp. 6-15

Theme 
Privilege: Racism Our Original Sin is designed to be a con-
versation starter as we respond to the call of the Leadership 
Conference of Women Religious to “commit ourselves to 
examine the root causes of injustice, particularly racism, 
and our own complicity as congregations, and to work to 
effect systemic change as we struggle to establish economic 
justice, abolish modern-day slavery, ensure immigrant 
rights, promote nonviolence, and protect Earth and its 
biosphere.”

Opening Prayer
(20 minutes)

Setting: Put on the ritual table a cloth and a candle. Begin 
with an opening song, e.g., Gather Us In, We Shall Overcome

Reader: Excerpt from On The Pulse of Morning by Maya 
Angelou

Lift up your eyes upon
The day breaking for you.
Give birth again
To the dream.
Lift up your hearts.
Each new hour holds new chances
For new beginnings.
Do not be wedded forever
To fear
The horizon leans forward,
Offering you space to place new steps of change.
Here on the pulse of this new day
You may have the grace to look up and out
And into your sister’s eyes,
Into your brother’s face, your country
And say simply
Very simply
With hope
Good morning.

Reflection
Facilitator: As we embark on a journey to explore privilege 
and racism, we reflect on the invitation of Maya Angelou 
to lift up our hearts as each new day holds new chances 
for new beginnings. Let’s take a few moments of quiet to 
consider: What lifts up my heart as I envision my religious 
community, or our country overcoming racism? After the 
quiet I will invite those who wish to share briefly.

(pause)

Facilitator: Briefly share what lifts up your heart as you 
envision your religious community or country overcoming 
racism.

Closing Prayer
All: Creator God, we thank you for the gift of this day. With 
your grace and hearts full of hope we are here to give birth 
again to your dream that we will all be one. Amen

Group Discussion
(35 minutes)

Facilitator: Let’s take a few moments of quiet to reflect on 
Jim Wallis’ chapter, “The Original Sin and Its Legacy,” and 
the questions that follow. Then we will have a discussion.

“Racism is rooted in sin…which goes deeper than poli-
tics, pointing fingers, partisan maneuvers, blaming or 
name calling. We can get to a better place only if we go 
to that morally deeper place. There will be no superficial 
or merely political overcoming of our racial sins—that will 
take a spiritual and moral transformation as well. Sin 
must be named, exposed, and understood before it can 
be repented of.” p. 6

“No matter who you are, where you live, how you have act-
ed—and even if you have fought hard against racism—
you can never escape white privilege in America if you 
are white.” p. 6

“The heart of racism was and is economic, though its 
roots and results are deeply cultural, psychological, sex-
ual, religious, and of course, political.” p. 11

Privilege: Racism Our Original Sin
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“The strategies for how black and brown people will chal-
lenge and finally overcome the ever-changing face of 
white racism must always originate within communities 
of color themselves. White allies can play a significant 
role in the struggle against racism in partnership with 
people of color.” p. 13

“The church has the capacity to be a much-needed pro-
phetic interrogator of a system that has always depend-
ed upon racial oppression. The gospel is clear.” p. 13 

 Ӱ What is my initial response to “The Original Sin and Its 
Legacy?”

 Ӱ What awareness do I have of my white privilege as a 
woman religious? Or as a woman of color, what is my 
awareness of racism in religious life?

 Ӱ Jim Wallis says, “Statistics should not disempower or 
disengage us…these realities can wake up our hearts 
and minds and set us on the path to change them…” 
How might our religious community address the in-
equalities in education, economics and criminal justice?

 Ӱ What do I see as the intersection of racism, militarism, 
economics and degradation of Earth and our possible 
complicity in systemic racism and oppression?

* Excludes Hispanic or Latino Ethnicit) 
Source: 2015 ACS 1 year Estimates (Excludes area’s with <65,000 people)
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Facilitator: We will end this part of our discussion with a 
story. 

Reader:

A Rabbi once asked his students how they could tell 
when the night had ended and the day was on its way back.

“Is it when you can see an animal in the distance and 
know whether it is a dog or a sheep?”

“No,” replied the Rabbi.
“Is it when you can see a tree at a distance and tell 

whether it is a peach or an apple tree?”
“No,” replied the Rabbi.
“Well then,” demanded the students, “when is it?”
“It is when you look into the face of another human 

being and see that he or she is your brother or your sister. 
Because if you cannot do that, then no matter what time it 
is, it is still night!”

Facilitator: Take quiet time to reflect on an encounter with 
another person that changed you. Then we will have time to 
share our experience with one other person.

(pause)

Facilitator: Invite sharing.

Break
(15 minutes)
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You don’t have to see the 
whole staircase, just take 
the first step.
—Martin Luther King, Jr.

Where do we go from here: chaos or 
community?   —Martin Luther King, Jr.
(25 minutes) 

Facilitator: Let’s reflect and then share our ideas on the 
following questions.

 Ӱ What is one step our religious community could take to 
address racism in our community and/or country?

 Ӱ As a group can we identify a project or action address-
ing racism that religious communities and other part-
ners could collaborate on?

 Ӱ How and with whom will we share our dream? 
 Ӱ What can I/we do to ensure that the faith communities 

that we are part of respect and promote diversity?

I resolutely believe that respect 
for diversity is a fundamental 
pillar in the eradication of racism, 
xenophobia and intolerance. 
—Rigoberta Menchu

Notes:

Closing Prayer
(10 minutes)

Facilitator: As we come to the close of our initial consid-
eration of racism and privilege, let’s take a few moments 
of communal quiet to ponder: What is in my heart as we 
embark on this journey to address racism and privilege?

(pause)

Facilitator: I invite those who wish to share a word or 
phrase of what is in your heart from our conversation 
today.

Facilitator: Invite participants to alternate sides in saying 
our litany.

Facilitator: Spirit of God, here on the pulse of this new day 
may we have the grace

 Ӱ To examine our own prejudices and positions of privi-
lege and work to resolve them

 Ӱ To speak up when racism goes unchecked, unacknowl-
edged, or unrecognized

 Ӱ To stand up when our Beloved Community is violated 
by violence and abuse of power

 Ӱ To go into boardrooms and courtrooms, police stations 
and council meetings, institutions and churches until 
all people are free

 Ӱ To promote understanding, inclusion and mutual re-
spect and build community within all races, ethnicities 
and cultures

—Adapted, Prayer of Lament by Dr. Sharon R. 
Fennema; Sisters of Mercy Prayer for the Elimination of 
Racism
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Reading: Solidarity for Life on the Periphery, Sister Mary 
Sujita, SND, pp. 16-21

Theme 
A Call to the Periphery is designed to explore the 2016 
LCWR Assembly Resolution, Systemic Causes of Injustice, 
in a global context.  In this session we consider our call to 
the peripheries of our world and how religious communities 
might collaborate in being prophetic risk-takers. 

Opening prayer
(20 minutes)

Setting: Put on the ritual table a cloth, enough small candles 
and seeds for each person, and if possible pictures or sym-
bols reflective of life on the periphery.

Facilitator: In the book Christ in the Margins, Edwina 
Gateley shares her experience of being part of a midnight 
picnic with women who were homeless. She says that 
through Sandy and the homeless women who invited her to 
the gathering the words of Jesus, “I am in you and you are in 
me,” became real and alive on society’s margins. She writes 
of her experience in this poem. 

Reader 1:

Wisdom lured me 
from my warm bed,
coaxing away
my blankets of security,
dispelling my dreams,
and whispering me 
to tiptoe into darkness.

Wisdom opened the door
into the night,
rushing me round
with sharp cold air,
assailing my slumbering senses
with city noise and smells.

Wisdom guided me round
broken bottles and garbage,
urging me on
through a wilderness
of concrete despair.

Reader 2:

Wisdom led me
past uncaring traffic,
to her holy place,
her gathering of friends and sisters,
who beckoned me to join
their midnight celebration.

Wisdom shared with me
a feast of love and kindness,
dispensing with joy
the Eucharistic banquet
lit up by the street lights
and the magic on the margins.

Reflection
Facilitator: Let’s take a moment of quiet to reflect on the 
poem and the question: What is Wisdom calling forth in me 
as I consider or encounter people on the margins/peripheries?

After the quiet I will invite our sharing.
(pause)

Facilitator: I invite you to share briefly one way Wisdom is 
calling you as you encounter or consider people on the mar-
gins/peripheries. As you share, light a candle to honor the 
call taking place in our midst. If you prefer to express your 
call silently, you can simply light a candle.

Facilitator: Thank you for your sharing on Wisdom’s call. 
May Wisdom guide us, stretch us and enfold us as we 
journey together in our exploration of the periphery.

Group Discussion
(40 minutes)

Facilitator: Let’s take a few moments of quiet to recall and 
reflect on our reading, “Solidarity for Life on the Periphery,” 
and the questions. Then we will have a discussion.

“[Pope Francis] invites us to re-image religious life and 
mission in a radical way, and find our true identity on the 
peripheries.” p. 16

“When we are rooted in God, we will be impelled from 
within to move out of our comfort zones and be prophet-
ic risk-takers and healers whose very presence and wit-
ness will challenge the oppressive and divisive powers in 
our society.” p. 17 

A Call to the Periphery

The future 
of religious 
life will be 
decided 
on the 
peripheries…
—Sister Mary 
Sujita, SND
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“Consecrated life will always mean living on the edge and 
participating in the struggles, the insecurities of the pe-
ripheries.” p. 18

“Interreligious dialogue, inculturation, and solidarity with 
the poor…are three important dimensions of our mission 
today.” p. 19

“We urgently need to find new ways of relating to one 
another as women religious, a new way of sharing our 
charism and participating in our common mission and 
thus holding ‘all things in common,’ beyond our congre-
gational and national boundaries.” p. 20

 Ӱ What spoke to my heart, inspired me, or disturbed me 
as I read the article?

 Ӱ What do we want to raise up about how our commu-
nities are addressing systemic injustice, going to the 
periphery, or standing in solidarity with those on the 
margins?

 Ӱ In what ways might we be unconsciously contributing 
to systemic injustice in our Earth Community?

 Ӱ As we consider the LCWR 2016 assembly resolution 
on systemic causes of injustice (on back of front cover), 
what do you believe Sr. Mary’s presentation offers as 
possibilities for deeper collaboration for prophetic wit-
ness on the injustices of our day?

Facilitator: We will end this part of our discussion with the 
poem, The Sigh by Julia Esquivel from Guatemala

Reader: The Sigh

When it is necessary to drink so 
much pain,
when a river of anguish
drowns us,
when we have wept many tears
and they flow like rivers
from our sad eyes,
only then
does the deep hidden sigh of our 
neighbor
become our own.

Break
(15 minutes)

Our Emerging Future
(20 minutes)

Facilitator: Let’s take 5 minutes for communal quiet to 
ponder: What is emerging in us from our conversation? After 
the quiet I will invite us to share what is emerging in us that 

we might want to consider together.

(pause 5 minutes)

Facilitator: I invite us to share what emerged in the quiet 
that we might want to consider together.

Note to Facilitator: After the sharing ask if there are any next 
steps the group would like to take related to a specific issue/
concern. Who would like to bring it forward through commu-
nity structures? Explore how we might collaborate with others 
beyond our community on the issue.

Closing Prayer
(15 minutes)

Facilitator: As we come to the end our time we have only 
just begun to surface and explore the deep roots of injustice 
and our call to find new ways to commit anew to bringing 
about God’s justice for our whole Earth Community. 

Let’s listen to the poem, What I Have Learned So Far by 
Mary Oliver 

Reader: What I Have Learned So Far

Meditation is old and honorable, so why should I
not sit, every morning of my life, on the hillside,
looking into the shining world? Because, properly
attended to, delight, as well as havoc, is suggestion.
Can one be passionate about the just, the
ideal, the sublime, and the holy, and yet commit
to no labor in its cause? I don’t think so.
All summations have a beginning, all effect has a
story, all kindness begins with the sown seed.
Thought buds toward radiance. The gospel of
light is the crossroads of—indolence, or action.
Be ignited, or be gone.

Facilitator: Take a moment of quiet to consider: What seed 
has been sown in me by our conversation that I would like to 
nurture in personal or communal action for justice? After the 
quiet I will invite those who wish to share briefly what has 
been seeded in you to make justice flourish.

(pause)

Facilitator: As you share a personal or communal action 
that you would like to consider, please take a seed from our 
ritual table as a symbol of what you feel called to nurture to 
make justice to flourish.

Note to Facilitator: Close with a simple chant, chorus of a song 

Go to the poor, go to the peripheries
—Pope Francis
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The Original Sin and Its Legacy
from America’s Original Sin by Jim Wallis, © 2016 Brazos Press, used with permission

The most controversial sentence I ever wrote was not 
about abortion, gay marriage, the wars in Vietnam or Iraq, 
elections, or anything to do with national or church pol-
itics. It was a statement about the founding of the United 
States. Here’s the sentence: “The United States of America 
was established as a white society, founded upon the near 
genocide of another race and then the enslavement of yet 
another.” 

The comments were overwhelming, with many calling 
the statement outrageous and some calling it courageous. 
But it was neither. The sentence was simply a histori-
cal statement of the facts. It was the first sentence of a 
Sojourners magazine cover article, published in November 
1987, titled “America’s Original Sin: The Legacy of White 
Racism.” 

America’s Original Sin 
I believe this book’s title is very important. Racism 

is rooted in sin—or evil, as nonreligious people might 
prefer—which goes deeper than politics, pointing fingers, 
partisan maneuvers, blaming, or name calling. We can get 
to a better place only if we go to that morally deeper place. 
There will be no superficial or merely political overcom-
ing of our racial sins—that will take a spiritual and moral 
transformation as well. Sin must be named, exposed, and 
understood before it can be repented of. 

This chapter is about honestly naming the sin and its 
many implica tions in our nation’s life. The criminal justice 
system’s failure at the point of race is best understood as an 
example of the lingering of America’s Original Sin. Only if 
we go deeper than politics will we be able to get beyond pol-
itics to practical and nonpartisan solutions that will work 
for us all. 

Let’s start our discussion of America’s original sin by 
looking at some of the typical white responses to this title, 
America’s Original Sin, and to the controversial sentence I 
wrote many years ago to describe what it means. 

Over and over, I hear defensive white reactions such as: 
“I never owned slaves,” or “My family never owned slaves,” 
or “My ancestors never owned slaves,” or “My immigrant 
forefathers and mothers came long after slavery was abol-
ished. Why am I to blame for racism?” Perhaps the most 
com mon response is “I am not a racist.” I am not a bad 
person; don’t blame me for this bad thing. That’s partly be-
cause most white people don’t feel themselves to be racists. 
They are indeed genuinely opposed to the overt expressions 
of racism we sometimes still see and hear. Another common 

question white people have and sometimes express is, what 
do “they” (black and brown people) want? 

As a white person, my response to these questions from 
my white broth ers and sisters is twofold. 

First, we must look more deeply into our inner selves, 
which is a practice people of faith and moral conscience 
are rightly expected to do. And we must go deeper than the 
individually overt forms of racism to the more covert forms, 
especially in our institutions and culture. We have new and 
compelling social research that is teaching us about the “im-
plicit bias” that most people have with regard to race, as we 
will discuss in chapter 5. Awareness of our biases, personal 
introspection, empathy, and retraining our ways of thinking 
are all difficult, but they are necessary to take the first steps 
toward the real and needed changes in our personal and 
public lives. This kind of intervention can make racial prog-
ress in our communities, congregations, and country. 

Second, and perhaps even more unconscious to white 
people, is the white privilege that has come from our nation’s 
history. Whether we or our families or our ancestors had 
anything to do with the racial sins of America’s establish-
ment, all white people have benefited from them. No matter 
who you are, where you live, how you have acted—and 
even if you have fought hard against racism—you can never 
escape white privilege in America if you are white. 

To benefit from oppression is to be responsible for 
changing it. The conversations and the “new talks” I pro-
pose will not be easy. But they are necessary. Why? Not to 
make white people feel guilty and defensive about the past 
but to free all of us to take responsibility for a new and 
better future—especially for our children. So I am asking 
my fellow white Americans to stay in this important discus-
sion about America’s future, and my fellow white Christians 
to engage the true meaning of sin and repentance. 

What I hear from black friends and allies is also twofold.
First, when issues such as racialized policing or the 

injustice of America’s criminal justice system come up, it 
matches their experience—experiences white people don’t 
have. And when white people are defensive and dis believe 
the experience of blacks, it turns them away from white 
people. It makes black and brown people frustrated and 
angry that their experi ence is not being taken seriously by 
so many white people, even by their white friends. Respect 
and dignity are important. When both are denied to people 
of color, and especially to their children, black and brown 
people are going to push back—as well they should—as 
would white parents if their children were so treated. 
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Second, the concern of many people of color is not just 
about history and the need to teach it accurately, as import-
ant as that is. Their concern is for the current situation—
what they want and fear for their children. 

A recent New York Times video includes a striking series 
of comments by young black boys about their feelings—
how they feel about their lives in America, their fear of the 
police, and the painful things they hear from other people 
around them. As a dad, it moved me to tears, as I believe it 
would other parents, black and white. You can watch this 
video op-ed, “A Conversation about Growing Up Black,” 
by visiting: http://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/07/opin-
ion/a-conversation-a bout-growing-up-black.html.

Here are some samples of what these young boys say:
“I’ve been in situations where, you know, I had to cross 

the street, be cause I didn’t want to scare the white lady that 
was walking.”

“My mom has to be afraid, when I walk outside, [of] the 
people who are meant to protect me .... I don’t like when my 
mother feels like that, you know, I love my mother, I want 
her to always be happy.”

“How can I not be afraid when I feel like I’m being 
hunted?”

“I want people to know that I’m perfectly fine, and I’m 
not going to hurt anybody or do anything bad.”

“I should be judged about who I am and what kind of 
person I am.” “[Mom and Dadj, I want you to know that I 
will act in an appropriate manner, and do everything that 
you told me to do, because I do love you, and I know that 
everything you say is for a reason, and not just to talk the 
talk. And I love you.” 1 

In my experience the motivation of black friends and 
colleagues isn’t to make white people feel guilty, to beat us 
up over our racial history, or to just complain about it. What 
I hear is deep concern for their children and for their future, 
and the reasonable expectation that white people not defend 
them selves from the past but rather join efforts to build a 
better multiracial future. 

Here is where the language of “sin” can be helpful, not 
just as an old religious category but as a way to become 
more honest and go to a deeper place. In traditional 
Christian theology, we know that we are all sinners. The 
apostle Paul says in Romans 3:23, “All have sinned and fall 
short of the glory of God.” And earlier in the same chapter 
he writes, “There is no one who is righteous, not even one” 
(Rom. 3: 10). This makes a lot of sense to me in regard to 
our racial sins. We are often not fully aware of our sins 
or the collective sins that advantage some and disadvan-
tage others. And all have sinned, so no one is completely 

1  Joe Brewster and Perri Peltz, ‘’A Conversation about Growing 
Up Black,” New York Times, May 7, 2015, http://www.nytimes.
com/2015/05/07/opinion/a-conversation-about-growing-up-black.html.

righteous here—not one. Whites have benefited from 
racism, but that doesn’t make people of color sinless even in 
the midst of our nation’s sins against them. 

Our scriptures and our democratic principles call all 
of us—across all of our racial diversity—to both personal 
and social responsibility in fix ing the sins our nation was 
founded upon. There is no moral equivalence in the na-
tional white sins committed against people of color and 
human, angry, and sometimes sinful reactions to them, 
but there is the opportunity for multiracial integrity and 
responsibility in repairing and healing those sins. All that 
starts by being honest. 

What We Tolerate 
An extraordinary film called 12 Years a Slave came out 

in 2013, and So journers hosted a premiere for the faith 
community in Washington, DC. Reverend Otis Moss III 
was on the panel afterward that reflected on the film. Dr. 
Moss is not only a dynamic pastor and preacher at Trinity 
United Church of Christ in Chicago, but he is also a long-
time student and ad mirer of film. He put this compelling 
story about Solomon Northup—a free man from New York 
who was kidnapped and sold into slavery—into the context 
of all the American films ever done on slavery. Moss told us 
that, in his view, 12 Years is the most accurate and best-pro-
duced drama of slavery ever done.2 

In her New York Times review titled “The Blood and 
Tears, Not the Magnolias,” Manohla Dargis wrote that 
12 Years a Slave “isn’t the first movie about slavery in the 
United States—but it may be the one that finally makes it 
impossible for American cinema to continue to sell the ugly 
lies it’s been hawking for more than a century. “3 Instead of 
the Hollywood portrayal of beautiful plantations, benevo-
lent masters, and simple, happy slaves, it shows the utterly 
brutal violence of a systematic attempt to de humanize an 
entire race of people for economic gain. It reveals how 
morally outrageous the slave system was, and it is very hard 
to watch . 

That’s why we need to see it—especially white people. 
Many white people, even white people who care about 
social justice, told me they didn’t want to see the film. “Too 
violent,” I heard them say. “Sounds too intense for me.” 
The enslavement of millions of people of African descent 
by white Americans was always too violent and intense for 
most white people to accept the truth, even now. 

So here is the truth: most white people—the vast 

2  Jim Wallis, “The Most Controversial Sentence I Ever Wrote,” 
God’s Politics (blog), Sojourn ers, October 24, 2013, http://sojo.net/
blogs/2013/10/24/most-controversial-semence-i-ever-wrote.

3  Manohla Dargis, “The Blood and Tears, Not the Magnolias,” New 
York Times, October 17, 2013, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/10/18/
movies/12-years-a-slave-holds-nothing-back-in-show-of-suffering.
html?_r=O.
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majority in both the South and the North, including our 
“founding fathers”—accepted slavery. Most white people, 
white Christians, and white churches tolerated slav ery in 
North America for 246 years, from 1619 to 1865.4 This histor-
ically horrendous evil existed because we tolerated it. That’s 
why evil always continues to exist: because we tolerate it. 

What do we still tolerate today? The film 12 Years a 
Slave is so breath taking, I worry that it might be seen as a 
museum movie, a film about a horrible past that is, thank-
fully, all over now. But we did tolerate this evil institution, 
and we still tolerate the devaluing of black lives today. 
Would we tolerate completely dysfunctional urban schools 
if they were full of young white children? Would we tolerate 
racialized policing if it were being done to white children? 
And would we tolerate deliberate political efforts to dimin-
ish the votes of minority communities if it were happen ing 
to whites? 

A Changing America 
When people of color speak the truth about the re-

alities of race in our culture and politics, they are often 
accused of “playing the race card.” White racists accuse 
other white people of doing the same. As a white man and 
an evangelical Christian, I want to join with my African 
American brothers and sisters in telling the truth about race 
in American politics today. That truth telling must become 
more and more multiracial. 

In about thirty years, the majority of Americans will be 
descended from Africans, Asians, and Latin Americans. 
Many white Americans are clearly not ready for that pro-
found demographic change in their country. The white fear 
of who “we” Americans will be is at the heart of much of 
the resistance to immigration reform, in my view, as well 
as underlying the criminal justice controversies and other 
political issues such as voter suppression. 

Many older, conservative white voters are acutely aware 
of being in a country that is becoming less white with each 
passing year. Congressional districts have been gerryman-
dered along racial lines to protect dominant racial major-
ities. Shutting down a government that they believe to be 
too generous to minorities becomes a cause. “Obamacare” 
becomes a great threat of government providing medi-
cal insurance disproportionately to poor people of color. 
Giving food stamps to poor families becomes another 
racial flashpoint for conservative white voters (even though 
whites consti tute the largest racial group of recipients of the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program).5 For some, a 

4  “Slavery in America,” History Channel Online, http://www.history.
com/topics/black-history/slavery.

5  Arthur Delaney and Alissa Scheller, “Who Gers Food Stamps? 
White People, Mostly,” Huffington Post, February 28, 2015, http://www.
huffingtonpost.com/2015/02/28/food-stamp-demographics_n_6771938.
html.

black president has become a symbol of the demographic 
changes they fear. 

Historically Systemic Racism 
Remember my controversial sentence, “The United 

States of America was established as a white society, 
founded upon the near genocide of another race and then 
the enslavement of yet another.” 

To make such a statement today is to be immediately 
accused of being rhetorical or, worse yet, of being stuck in 
the 1960s. The reaction is instruc tive and revealing. The his-
tory of how white Europeans conquered North America by 
alm?st destroying the native population and by building the 
new nation’s economy on the backs of kidnapped Africans 
can hardly be denied. Yet to speak honestly of such histor-
ical facts is to be charged with being polemical, divisive, or 
out of date. 

Native Americans suffered near extinction as a result of 
the European “discovery” of their lands. Before European 
contact in 1492, an estimated 5 million people lived in 
what is now the continental United States.6 By 1900, 95 
percent of the precontact population had been wiped out 
by European-borne diseases, war, forced relocation, forced 
labor, dietary changes, and other causes related to European 
colonialism.7 The Euro peans who colonized North America 
and their descendants also waged cultural genocide against 
the Native Americans over the next five centuries, attempt-
ing to force Native peoples to adopt a “civilized” lifestyle, 
which included Western Christianity. 

Richard Twiss, an evangelical Native American leader 
who championed a vision of Christianity that integrated 
and honored Native traditions and culture, observed that 
traditional Native American rituals and music were long 
thought to be incompatible with Christianity due to the 
legacy of colonialism and cultural genocide:

Participation in traditional powwows, with their key fea-
tures of drumming/ singing and dancing, for many Native 
Christians has been discouraged or forbid den. Long con-
sidered a seditious threat to government control and an 
obstacle to the evangelization of tribal people, there was a 
long-concerted effort on the part of the U.S. government 
and missionary organizations and workers to put an end 
to these practices.8

The legacy of five centuries of colonialism and genocide 

6  Russell Thornton, “Native American Demographic and Tribal 
Survjval into the Twenry First Century,” American Studies 46, nos. 3/4 
(Fall-Winter 2005): 24, https://journals.ku.edu/index.php/amerstud/
article/viewFile/2951/2910. 

7  Russell Thornton, American Indian Holocaust and Survival: A 
Population History since 1492 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
1987), 43-44.

8  Richard Twiss, “A Sacred Beat,” Sojourners, June 2015, 39. 
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continues to linger in the appalling conditions on many 
Native American reservations and the treatment of 
Indigenous people in the larger society. In 2012, the median 
income of Native American households was $35,310, com-
pared to $51,371 for the nation.9 Also in 2012, 29.1 percent 
of Native Americans lived in poverty—the highest rate of 
any racial group—compared to 15.9 percent for the nation 
as a whole.10  

This legacy of oppression also reveals itself in how 
Native people are portrayed in popular culture today. For 
example, it is past time to change my current hometown’s 
NFL team name. The word “Redskins” is dis paraging and 
offensive—it says as much in the dictionary.11 But the team 
name represents something much deeper, as young Native 
American leader Peggy Flanagan, who recently became a 
mother, writes:

As a Native American woman and mother, I am concerned 
about how my infant daughter will see herself represent-
ed and portrayed in popular culture and the media as she 
grows up. Multiple studies have shown that American 
Indian sports mascots and other negative stereotypes are 
detrimental to the self-esteem and development of Na-
tive American youth and exacerbate racial inequities. The 
continued use of the Washington Redsk’’·ns mascot snds
my daughter, and other Native and non-Native youth, the 
message that somehow it’s okay for her to be called a racial 
slur. In her formative years, she will con tinually see herself 
portrayed as less than human .... When you deny people 
their humanity, it is easier to disrespect them and their 
culture. I am not a mascot. My daughter is not a mascot. 
My people are not mascots. We are human beings. We are 
still here.12

We must acknowledge that not only are Native 
Americans “still here,” they are our neighbors, made in the 
image of God. We should not tolerate the fact that five hun-
dred years after the arrival of Europeans, the institu tions of 
our society—economic, political, and cultural—continue 
to disad vantage, marginalize, and trivialize the lives and 
images of Native people. 

Like Native Americans, Asian Americans also suffer 
today from hav ing their images and cultures mocked, 
misunderstood, misappropriated, and trivialized. Although 
Asians arrived in the United States later than European 
colonizers and Africa’n slaves, the legacy of European 
domina tion and exploitation of nonwhites has also affected 
Asian people. The exploitation of Asians as a cheap source 

9  “Statistics on Native Students,” National Indian Education 
Association, http://www.niea.org/Research/Statistics.aspx.

10  Ibid.
11  “Redskin,” Dictionary.com, http://dictionary.reference.com/

browse/redskin. 
12  Peggy Flanagan, “Sacking the ‘Redsk*ns,” Sojourners, February 

2014, http://sojo.net/magazine/2014/02/sacking-redskns.

of labor, decades of immigration laws that prohibited Asians 
from settling in the United States, other laws that prohibited 
Asians who were already here from becoming naturalized 
citizens, and the internment of Japanese Americans during 
World War II are just a few examples of the historical mis-
treatment and exclusion of people with Asian ancestry. 

In recent decades, Asian Americans have as a group 
succeeded economi cally but still often feel marginalized. 
American popular culture, which is still mostly dominated 
at the upper levels by whites, routinely and casu ally prop-
agates offensive, insensitive, and inaccurate stereotypes 
of Asian people. Perhaps most distressing to me are the 
instances where this has happened within the Christian 
community. 

For example, in 2009 a book about character and in-
tegrity in Christian leadership began to gain popularity in 
some circles of primarily white evangelical men. The book, 
released by Zondervan, a Christian publishing house, was 
called Deadly Viper Character Assassins: A Kung Fu Survival 
Guide for Life and Leadership. Although the message of the 
book about the importance of moral character was admira-
ble, it was packaged, marketed, and themed around Asian 
culture and martial arts in ways that reflected a poor and 
caricatured understanding of Asian culture and traditions. 
At times, the marketing materials veered into blatantly 
offensive stereo types of Asian people. As Soong-Chan Rah, 
a theologian and professor at North Park Seminary who is 
Asian American, put it in an open letter to the authors and 
publisher: 

You [the authors] are two white males who are inappro-
priately co-opting another culture and using it to further 
the marketing of your book .... In other words, you are us-
ing what are important and significant cultural symbols to 
make a sale or to make your point .... You are taking a car-
icature of Asian culture (the martial arts warrior, the ninja, 
etc.) and furthering the caricature rather than engaging 
Asian culture in a way that honors it .... You are represent-
ing a culture that you do not know very well to thousands 
of people. You are using another culture to make your 
message more fun. That is offensive to those of us who are 
of that culture and seek to honor our culture.13

Rah also pointed out that the offensive marketing 
campaign for the book was only possible because the entire 
editorial and publishing staff at Zondervan at the time was 
white.14

This particular story does have a positive ending. After 
Rah and a coalition of other Asian American Christian lead-
ers expressed their con cerns through honest dialogue with 

13  Soong-Chan Rah, “How Deadly Viper Character Assassins 
Undermines Its Message with Co-opted Culture,” God’s Politics (blog), 
Sojourners, November 11, 2009, http://sojo.net/blogs /2009/11/04/how-
deadly-viper-character-assassins-undermines-its-message-co-opted-
culture.

14  Ibid.



10

both the authors and the publishers, Zondervan agreed to 
permanently remove the book from stores and work with the 
authors to repackage their material on character and integrity 
in a culturally appropriate way. Zondervan also appointed 
a new editor in chief, whom the CEO charged with making 
changes at the company that would prevent this sort of mis-
take in the future.15 This was a genuine act of repentance on 
Zondervan’s part and a great example of how truly listening 
to people with different cultural and racial backgrounds can 
lead to changes in perspectives and actions. 

When it comes to the experience of African Americans 
in our country, until the recent controversies surrounding 
black men being shot by white po lice officers, racism wasn’t 
a hot topic. In fact, many claimed that the United States had 
become a “postracial” society. After the so-called “racial 
crisis” of the ‘60s, white America, including some of those 
involved in the civil rights movement, had moved on to 
other concerns. The legal victories of black Americans in that 
period, as far as most white Americans were concerned, had 
settled the issue and left many asking, “What more do blacks 
want?” 

Racial attitudes toward African Americans have changed 
among whites, a fact attested to by opinion polls and acceler-
ated by generational progress.

One reason for the change in popular attitudes is the 
increased number of black faces appearing in the very visible· 
worlds of the mass media, politics, entertainment, and sports. 

In the decades since the passage of the momentous civil 
rights legislation of the 1960s, some things have changed and 
some things haven’t. What has changed are the personal racial 
attitudes of many white Americans and the opportunities for 
some black Americans to enter the middle class. The word 
“middle” is key here, insofar as fewer blacks have yet been 
al lowed into the upper echelons and decision-making posi-
tions of business, the professions, the media, or even sports 
and entertainment, where black “progress” has so often been 
celebrated. 

Legal segregation has been lifted off the backs of black 
people, which has also contributed to changes in white 
attitudes. But de facto economic and housing segregation 
still exists for the majority of African Ameri cans, and the 
geography of race still separates most black Americans from 
most white Americans. Public Religion Research Institute’s 
2013 American Values Survey found that the social networks 
of white Ameri cans are an astonishing 91 percent white, 
with fully 75 percent of whites having entirely white social 
networks.16  

15  Soong-Chan Rah, “Tremendous Act of Repentance by 
Zondervan,” God’s Politics (blog), Sojourners, November 20, 2009, http://
sojo.net/blogs/2009/11/20/tremendous-act-repentance-zondervan.

16  Robert P. Jones, “Self-Segregation: Why It’s So Hard for Whites to 
Understand Fergu son,” Atlantic Monthly, August 21, 2014, http://www.
theadanric .com/national/archive/2014/08 /self-segregation-why-its-
hard-for-whites-ro-understand-ferguson/378928/. 

What has not changed is the systematic and pervasive 
character of rac ism and the conditions of life for what many 
call the “black underclass.” Profound racial inequality con-
tinues to exist. In 2011, the median house hold income for a 
white family was $67,175, compared to $40,007 for a Latino 
household and $39,760 for a black household.17 The wealth 
gap is even more staggering: the median net worth of white 
households in 2013 was $141,900, compared to $13,700 for 
Latino households and $11,000 for black households.18 In 
other words, the median white household is thirteen times 
wealthier than the median black household and ten times 
wealthier than the median Latino household. 

Of course, economic inequality is both caused by and 
can be measured by factors beyond mere dollars and cents. 
For example, in 2013 the homeowner ship rate for white 
households was 73.9 percent, compared to 47.4 percent for 
minority households.19 The unemployment rate for African 
Americans has never been less than 66 percent higher than 
the unemployment rate for whites.20 In fact, more than half 
of the time since 1972, the black unemploy ment rate has 
been at least double the white unemployment rate.21 Even 
when black families manage to reach the middle class, chil-
dren of these families are less likely to stay there than white 
children of middle-class families, ac cording to a study done 
by the Federal Reserve Bank and reported in The Atlantic. 
The report noted that “about 60 percent of black children 
whose parents had income that fell into the top 50 per-
cent of the distribution saw their own income fall into the 
bottom half during adulthood. This type of downward slide 
was common for only 36 percent of white children.” 22 

Our education system is another part of American 
society with vast racial inequalities. According to Richard 
Reeves at the Brookings Institute, “the school system re-
mains highly segregated by race and economic status: Black 
students make up 16 percent of the public school population, 
but the average black student attends a school that’s 50 per-
cent black.” The average black student, Reeves said, “attends a 

17  Drew Desilver, “5 Facts about Economic Inequality,” Pew 
Research Center, January 7, 2014, http://www. pew research. o rg/f act-
tank/2014/01/07 / 5-f acts-a bou t-economic-i neq uali ty /. 

18  Rakesh Kochhar and Richard Fry, “Wealth Inequality Has 
Widened along Racial, Ethnic Lines since End of Great Recession,” Pew 
Research Center, December 12, 2014, http://www .pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2014/12/12/racial-wealth-gaps-great-recession/.

19  Ibid. 
20  Phillip Bump, “Black Unemployment Is Always Much Worse 

Than White Unemploy ment. Bur the Gap Depends on Where You Live,” 
Washington Post, September 6, 2014, http://www.washingtonpost.com/
blogs/the-fix/wp/2014/09/06/black-unemployment-is-always-much-
worse-than-white-unemployment-but-the-gap-depends-on-where-you-
live/.

21  Ibid.
22  Gillian B. White, “How Black Middle-Class Kids Become Poor 

Adults,” Atlantic Monthly, January 19, 2015 , http://www.theatlantic.com/
business/archive/2015/01/how-black-middle -class-kids-become-black-
lower-class-adults/384613/. 
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school at the 37th percentile for test score results whereas the 
average white student attends a school in the 60th percen-
tile.”23 And only 17 percent of African American kids gradu-
ate from college, compared to 31 percent of white kids.24 

The area of society where we see perhaps the greatest 
racial inequalities is our criminal justice system, which we 
will take up in detail in chapter 7.

Historically, racism originated in domination and pro-
vided the social rationale and philosophical justification for 
debasing, degrading, and doing violence to people on the 
basis of skin color. Many have pointed out how racism is sus-
tained by both personal attitudes and structural forces. Racism 
can therefore be brutally overt or invisibly institutional, or 
both. 

Individual statements and acts of racism obviously still 
exist. The most horrible example in decades was the murder 
of nine black Christians in their Charleston church by a 
young white supremacist on June 17, 2015. But many other 
cases of overtly expressed racism still abound. 

For instance, in a well-publicized case in 2014, LA 
Clippers basketball team owner Donald Sterling was caught 
on tape telling his girlfriend not to post pictures on lnstagram 
of herself with black players or bring black people with her to 
Clippers games (as a result, he was banned for life from the 
NBA).25 Statements such as Sterling’s are considered embar-
rassing today. But the institutional character of racism still 
remains, even in sports despite one owner getting banned and 
losing his team. The scope of racism extends to every area of 
human society, economy, psychology, and culture. 

Prejudice may indeed be a universal human sin that all 
races can exhibit, but racism is more than an inevitable con-
sequence of human nature or social accident. Rather, racism 
is a system of oppression for social and economic purposes. 
As many analysts have suggested, racism is prejudice plus 
power.26 

In the United States, the original purpose of racism was 
to justify slav ery and its enormous economic benefit. This 
particular form of racism, inherited from the English to jus-
tify their own slave trade, was especially venal, for it defined 

23  Richard V. Reeves and Edward Rodrigue, “Five Bleak Facts on 
Black Opportunity,” Brookings Institute, January 15, 2015, http://www.
brookings.edu/blogs/social-mobility-memos /posts/2015/01/15-mlk-
black-opportunity-reeves. 

24  Richard V. Reeves and Quentin Karpilow, “The College 
Bottleneck in the American Op portunity Structure,” Brookings Institute, 
May 8, 2014, http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/social -mob i Ii ty-memos/ 
pos ts/2014/05/08-co liege-bottleneck-a meri can-opp o rrun i ty-stru ctu 
re-reeves.

25  Braden Goyette, “LA Clippers Owner Donald Sterling’s Racist 
Rant Caught on Tape: Report (Updates),” Huffington Post, April 26, 
2014, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/04/26 / donald-sterling-
racist_n_5218572. html. 

26  See, for example, Don Operario and Susan T. Fiske, “Racism 
Equals Power Plus Preju dice,” in Confronting Racism: The Problem and 
the Response, ed. Jennifer Lynn Eberhardt and Susan T. Fiske (Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage, 1998), 33-53.

the slave not merely as an unfortunate victim of bad cir-
cumstances, war, or social dislocation but rather as less than 
human, as a thing, an animal, a piece of “chattel” property to 
be bought, sold, used, and abused. In contrast, Greek slaves 
often had roles as tutors to the wealthiest Roman families 
and were hardly denied their humanity. 

American slaves did not have to be treated with any 
human consid eration whatsoever. Even in the founding 
document of our nation, the famous constitutional com-
promise de.fined the slave as only three-fifths of a person. 
The professed high ideals of Anglo-Western society could 
be allowed to exist side by side with the profitable institu-
tion of slavery only if the humanity of the slave was denied 
and disregarded. Recently, I’ve heard black young people 
in Ferguson and other places describe their status in the 
criminal justice system with the same fraction: “We are still 
three-fifths of a person.” 

The heart of racism was and is economic, though its 
roots and results are also deeply cultural, psychological, 
sexual, religious, and, of course, political. Due to 246 years 
of brutal slavery and an additional 100 years of legal seg-
regation and discrimination, no area of the relationship 
be tween black and white people in the United States is free 
from the legacy of racism. 

All of this has especially affected black youth, whose 
rate of unem ployment is alarmingly high. In the year before 
March 2015, between 25 and 35 percent of black teenagers 
from sixteen to nineteen years old who looked for work 
couldn’t find jobs.27 The human meaning of such grim sta-
tistics can be seen in the faces of the kids in the inner-city 
neighbor hoods where I have lived and spent time. They 
know they have no job, no place, no future—and can there-
fore feel no real stake in this country. In the introduction to 
this book I quoted the young man who said he just wanted 
a “good education, a good job, and a good family. “ He went 
on to say, “I want to be able to ‘green light’ something. Right 
now I can’t green light anything.” For many young people of 
color, society has ceased to be a society for them, with very 
little ownership or sense of belonging. 

The economy itself enforces the oppression of racism. 
It happens in visibly and impersonally in the changing 
economic order. When I was growing up in Detroit, many 
black families had manufacturing jobs that were later lost to 
automation or to cheaper labor markets in the Third World. 
Family farm labor, which also had supported many black 
families, has become almost extinct, lost to big agriculture. 
Both were historically important to black workers and 
families. 

In the new “high-tech” world and “service economy,” 
many blacks have been relegated to the lowest-income jobs 

27  “The Employment Situation-March 2015,” US Department of 
Labor Bureau of Labor Statistics, April 3, 2015, http://www.bls.gov/news.
release/pdf/empsit.pdf.
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at places such as McDonald’s. Many young blacks today feel 
they have been educationally and economi cally marginal-
ized, but they still have a real desire for better jobs and lives 
in the new economy. 

Increasingly, we see a two-tiered economy: one tier 
being a highly lu crative level of professionals, managers, 
investors, technicians, and high -end consumers who oper-
ate and run the system, and the other tier an impoverished 
sector of unemployed, underemployed, and unskilled labor 
from which the work of servicing the system can be done. 
That black and brown people are disproportionately con-
signed to the lowest economic tier is a continuing proof of 
racism. The existence of a vast black and brown underclass, 
inhabiting the inner cities of our nation, is a testimony to 
the tenacity of white racism, decades after legal segregation 
was officially outlawed. 

The cold economic savagery of racism has led to declines 
in the qual ity of life in low-income black comminities. The 
rate of infant mortality for black babies is more than twice 
that of white babies.28 More than 70 percent of black chil-
dren are now born outside of marriage.29 The leading cause 
of death for black men and women ages fifteen to thir-
ty-four is homicide.30  For young black men ages fifteen to 
twenty-four, almost 50 percent of all deaths are due to ho-
micide (just 8 percent of young white men of the same age 
group who die do so from homicide).31 African Americans 
make up 40 percent of the incarcerated population, despite 
making up only 13 percent of the population.32 

Despite landmark court decisions and civil rights leg-
islation, nearly 30 percent of black Americans still live in 
poverty,33 suffering from education and housing that is both 
segregated and inferior. Such conditions, along with dimin-
ishing social services due to state and local budget deficits 
and the lack of jobs that pay a living family wage, inevita-
bly and easily lead to despair and criminality. Historically, 
many other countries and cultures show that poverty, and 

28   “QuickSrars: Infant Mortality Rares, by Race and Hispanic 
Ethnicity of Mother-United Stares, 2000, 2005, and 2010,” Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, January 10, 2014, http://www.cdc.gov/
mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6301a9.htm. 

29  Joyce A. Marrin et al., “Births: Final Dara for 2013,” Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, National Vital Statistics Reports 64, 
no. 1 Oanuary 15, 2015), http://www.cdc.gov /nchs/ da ta/nvsr/nvsr64/
nvsr64_01. pdf. 

30  “Deaths, Percent of Total Deaths, and Death Rares for the 15 
Leading Causes of Death in 5-Year Age Groups, by Race and Sex: United 
States, 2013,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, December 31, 
2014, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/dvs/LCWK1_2013.pdf.

31  Ibid.
32  Leah Sakala, “Breaking Down Mass Incarceration in the 2010 

Census: State-by-State Incarceration Rates by Race/Ethnicity,” Prison 
Policy Initiative, May 28, 2014, http://www .prisonpolicy.org/reporrs/
rates.html. 

33  Carmen DeNavas-Walt and Bernadette D. Procror, “Income and 
Poverty in the United States: 2013,” US Census Bureau, September 2014, 
http://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census /library/publicarions/2014/
demo/p60-249. pdf.

especially growing inequality, leads to family breakdown 
and crime. The fact that this reality is still surprising or 
incomprehensible to many white Americans raises the ques-
tion of how much racial attitudes have really changed. 

Reading these appalling statistics can feel devastating. 
And it is even more impactful when you realize that all 
these numbers have very human faces. To move forward, we 
need to get personal about all of this, to re gard the chil-
dren in these statistics as our children. Statistics should not 
disempower or disengage us. On the contrary, these realities 
can wake up our hearts and minds and set us on the path 
to change them, and that’s what I see a new generation of 
young people doing around the country. 

The connection of racism to American militarism 
should by now also be painfully clear. First, massive mili-
tary spending causes cuts in social services to low-income 
people who need some support and assistance in escaping 
poverty, and the most vulnerable are disproportionately 
people of color. 

Second, the primarily military definition of national 
security puts a prior claim on vast material, scientific, and 
human resources that could otherwise be directed toward 
achieving economic opportunity with the expansion of jobs 
and critically needed improvements in our society’s infra-
structures that would create many more jobs. 

The building of a new clean and renewable energy grid 
would conserve energy and protect us from increasing 
climate change. And the jobs created by retrofitting all our 
existing commercial and residential buildings and reno-
vating our energy economy would produce generations of 
construc tive new work and good jobs. As Van Jones wrote 
in The Green Collar Economy: “We should use the transition 
to a better energy strategy as an opportunity to create a 
better economy and a better country all around.”34 

But all that is proclaimed as not being a practical finan-
cial option be cause of budget deficits, corporate subsidies 
(even to extremely profitable oil and gas companies), and 
the continuing human and material cost of American mili-
tary spending, which is about $640 billion per year, greater 
than the military spending of the next seven highest-spend-
ing countries combined.35 What’s most needed is a whole 
new debate about what really creates national security. 

The failure of the mostly white, middle-class peace 
movement in the United States to make such connections 
and enter into a vital political partnership with racial mi-
norities is a primary reason for the ineffective ness of that 
movement. Even in the peace movement, racism becomes 

34  Van Jones, The Green Collar Economy: How One Solution Can 
Fix Our Two Biggest Problems (New York: HarperCollins, 2009), e-book 
edition, 19.

35  “The U.S. Spends More on Defense Than the Next Seven 
Countries Combined,” Peter G. Peterson Foundation, April 13, 2015, 
lmp://pgpf.org/Chart-Archive/0053_defense-comparison.
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a debilitating force that robs us of opportunities to work 
toward a more just and peaceful nation and foreign policy. 

Benefit and Responsibility 
The strategies for how black and brown people will chal-

lenge and finally overcome the ever-changing face of white 
racism must always originate within communities of color 
themselves. White allies can play a significant role in the 
struggle against racism in partnership with people of color. 
But an even more important task for white Americans is to 
examine ourselves, our relationships, our institutions, and 
our society for the ugly persistence of racism. 

Whites in America must admit the realities of racism 
and begin to oper ate on the assumption that ours is still a 
racist society. Positive individual attitudes are simply not 
enough, for, as we have seen, racism is much more than just 
personal. 

White people in the United States have benefited from 
the structures of racism, whether or not they have ever 
committed a racist act, uttered a racist word, or had a racist 
thought (as unlikely as that is). Just as surely as blacks suffer 
in a white society because they are black, whites benefit 
because they are white. And if whites have profited from a 
racist system, we must try to change it. To go along with 
racist institutions and structures such as the racialized crim-
inal justice system, to obliviously accept the economic order 
as it is, and to just quietly go about our personal business 
within institutional racism is to participate in white racism. 

Racism has to do with the power to dominate and 
enforce oppression, and that power in America is mostly 
still in white hands. Therefore, al though there are instances 
of black radal prejudice against whites in the United States 
today, that is really not “black racism.” Remember, racism 
is “prejudice plus power.” By and large, black people in 
America do not have the power to enforce that prejudice. 

Racism in white institutions must be challenged and 
eradicated by white people and not just by black people. In 
fact, white racism is primarily a white responsibility. 

We must not give in to the popular temptation to believe 
that racism existed mostly in the Old South or before the 
1960s. Neither can any of our other struggles against pov-
erty, hunger, homelessness, or sexism be separated from the 
reality of racism. There are always connections. 

The church must, of course, get its own house in order. It 
is still riddled with racism and segregation. The exemplary 
role of the black church in the struggle against racism offers 
a sharp indictment of white churches, which still, sadly, 
mostly reflect the racial attitudes, geography, and structures 
around them. Multiracial congregations offer hope that 
such factors are beginning to change. 

The church has the capacity to be a much-needed pro-
phetic interrogator of a system that has always depended 

upon racial oppression. The gospel is clear. The church can 
be a spiritual and social community where the ugly barriers 
of race are finally torn down to reveal the possibilities of a 
different American future. 

The First Black President 
“What racism?” many pundits and people cry. “Didn’t 

we just elect a black president?” The implication being: 
“Doesn’t that prove that racism is over in America?” 

A few responses. First, on November 4, 2008, the United 
States did what very few countries have ever done—dem-
ocratically elect a chief executive from a minority race in a 
country with a different majority race. That a still predomi-
nantly white United States would elect a black man as head 
of state was stunning. It made me think that the country 
was better than I thought it was. That historic accomplish-
ment is a sign of great progress and a hope of better things 
to come for racial equality and justice in the United States. 

Second, the majority of Americans, even of white 
Americans—whether they voted for Obama or not—
seemed to feel positive and even proud that the nation had 
finally reached this amazing milestone. Inaugurating Barack 
Obama on that cold and historic day made most Americans 
feel good about themselves and about their country. The 
new president’s ap proval rating climbed up to 70 percent in 
the week after his inauguration, which obviously meant that 
even some of those who voted against him were impressed 
by the fact of the first black president. 

Third, there are many people, most of whom voted 
against Obama, who have basic disagreements with the 
president on substantive political issues. Clearly, to disagree 
with a black president on policy questions does not mean 
that you are racist. All the people who initially approved of 
the president’s job performance but now disapprove did not 
suddenly turn into racists. Many of my conservative friends, 
who admire Obama personally but disagree with him politi-
cally, can hardly be called racists. 

But fourth, and equally important, there was and still is 
a hard core of racially motivated white people in this nation 
who voted against Obama because he is black and who 
virulently oppose him as president because he is black. That 
racist core of angry white Americans resides on the extreme 
political right of American politics. 

The far-right wing in America has never supported 
racial equality. Its political representatives voted against 
both the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act 
of 1965, and most have never repented of it. The loudest 
voices of right-wing talk radio and cable television appeal 
directly to that core with subtle and not-so-subtle racial 
messages, as has the right wing of the Republican Party, and 
now the Tea Party, for many years. 

We see many racial subtexts in the intensity of the 
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attacks on Obama not in the disagreements per se but in the 
viciousness of the rhetoric. Racism shows itself in disre-
spect, and many African American citizens feel that the 
first black president has been widely disrespected. They 
see it in the disrespect shown a black president by white 
members of Congress, many from the South. Many see 
it in the “birthers” movement, who try to stir up doubts 
about Obama’s citizenship. Questioning Barack Obama’s 
birthplace and parentage, calling him a Muslim (of course, 
there’s nothing wrong with being a Muslim, but Obama has 
been more outspoken about his Christian faith than many 
other presidents), and naming him as a “foreigner” and not 
a. “real American” are all ways to define this president as 
“the other” and not one of “us.” The hatred goes far beyond 
Obama’s policies and extends to his very person as the 
wrong kind of American. Obama shows them that they are 
losing national elections, and they fear that means losing 
“their” country.

We all know that racism still exists in America today. 
We also know that 1 there is a hard core of our white fellow 
citizens who simply will not accept their black or brown 
brothers and sisters—especially one in the White House. 
So while we should not call every disagreement an issue of 
racism, it is time to call out the racism that really does still 
exist, that wounds our soul as a nation, and that obstructs 
the promise of the United States. 

“Listen Up” and “We Forgive You” 
Much of American racism as it is experienced today is 

rooted in the broader structures of society such as educa-
tion, employment, housing, and the criminal justice system. 
In this way, racism is more subtle than open, interpersonal 
bigotry and at least as destructive. Unfortunately, many 
whites, even those in highly visible leadership positions in 
the church, seem to be in deep denial about these struc-
tural inequalities. As a result, they sometimes say things 
that, even if they are meant well, are in fact deeply hurtful 
because they reveal an ignorance born of a failure to truly 
listen and interact with people from different races and 
backgrounds. How we listen and who we listen to is criti-
cally important for the future of our country. There is a right 
way and a wrong way. Here is an example of the wrong way 
by an old evangelical leader and the right way by a multira-
cial new generation of evangelicals who responded to him. 

On March 12, 2015, evangelist Franklin Graham posted 
a remarkable message on Facebook. In response to the 
controversial police shootings of young black men, Graham 
had this to say:

Listen up—Blacks, Whites, Latinos, and everybody else. 
Most police shoot ings can be avoided. It comes down to 
respect for authority and obedience. If a police officer tells 
you to stop, you stop. If a police officer tells you to put your 
hands in the air, you put your hands in the air. If a police 

officer tells you to lay down face first with your hands be-
hind your back, you lay down face first with your hands 
behind your back. Ir’s as simple as that. Even if you think 
the police officer is wrong—YOU OBEY. Parents, teach 
your children to respect and obey those in authority. Mr. 
President, this is a message our nation needs to hear, and 
they need to hear it from you. Some of the unnecessary 
shootings we have seen recently might have been avoid-
ed. The Bible says to submit to your leaders and those in 
authority “because they keep watch over you as those who 
must give an account.”36

When I read Graham’s comments, I felt personally com-
pelled to respond about what it means to “listen up.” His 
father, Rev. Billy Graham, was known for racial sensitivity 
in insisting that his evangelistic crusades be racially inte-
grated, even in the South in the 1950s; he had personally 
met with and supported Martin Luther King Jr. during the 
civil rights move ment. But that racial sensitivity was not 
present in his son’s extremely insensitive remarks. So on 
Facebook, I posted this response:

Dear Franklin, 
The real issue here goes much deeper than obedience to 
the police or lack thereof. We all need and should obey 
good police officers whose important mission is to serve 
and protect—but that must be done equally and without 
racial bias. Most African American men, in particular, 
could tell you their own personal stories of mistreatment 
by white police officers; which had nothing to do with 
them not obeying them. Many black women and other 
people of color could tell you stories too. You should be 
listening to them .... 
It’s time to listen to and learn from Americans of color, 
including our black brothers and sisters in Christ. Listen 
to why all black parents have to have “the talk” about white 
police with their sons and daughters. Your Facebook post 
makes you seem, at best, oblivious to the racial inequity in 
this country’s policing and criminal justice system, which 
is also still deeply embedded in our American society. At 
worst, your post reflects your own racial biases—uncon-
scious or conscious. It makes me sad to read such things 
coming from a leader in your position. So until you are 
equally willing to “listen up,” please stop making such em-
barrassing and divisive statements.37

On March 19, an open letter was sent to Graham, 
written by young, black evangelical leaders—and signed 
by many other black, Latino, Asian American, and white 
evangelicals—which explained the sin the older white evan-
gelical leader had committed, and then went on to say, “We 
forgive you.” It’s a powerful letter, and I invite you to read an 
excerpt from it below:38

36  Franklin Graham, “Listen Up,” Facebook post, March 12, 2015, 
https://www.facebook . com/FranklinGraham/posrs/8833614 38386705. 

37  Jim Wallis, “Lase Thursday,” Facebook post, March 16, 
2015, https://www.facebook .com/permalink . php ?story _£bid= 
1015265303503244 l&id=207206302440.

38  You can read the whole letter at http:l/sojo.net/blogs/2015/03/19/
open-letter-franklin-graham.
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Dear Rev. Graham, 
We write to you in the spirit of Matthew 18: we aim to 
reconcile with you. You have sinned against us, fellow 
members of the body of Christ. ... Your words hurt and 
influenced thousands. Therefore, we must respond public-
ly so that those you hurt might know you have received a 
reply and the hundreds of thousands you influenced might 
know that following your lead on this issue will break the 
body of Christ further.
Frankly, Rev. Graham, your insistence that “Blacks, 
Whites, Latinos, and everybody else” “Listen up,” was 
crude, insensitive, and paternalistic .... Your instructions 
oversimplified a complex and critical problem facing the 
nation and minimized the testimonies and wisdom of peo-
ple of color and experts of every hue, including six police 
commissioners that served on the president’s task force on 
policing reform ....
The fact that you identify a widely acknowledged social 
injustice as “simple” reveals your lack of empathy and un-
derstanding of the depth of sin that some in the body have 
suffered under the weight of our broken justice system. It 
also reveals a cavalier disregard for the enduring impacts 
and outcomes of the legal regimes that enslaved and op-
pressed people of color, made in the image of God—from 
Native American genocide and containment, to colonial 
and antebellum slavery, through Jim Crow and peonage, 
to our current system of mass incarceration and criminal-
ization ....
Rev. Graham, as our brother in Christ and as a leader in 
the church, we forgive you and we pray that one day you 
will recognize and understand the enduring legacy of the 
institution of race in our nation ....
Ultimately, we invite you to join us in the ongoing work of 
the ministry of reconciliation.39

In spiritual and biblical terms, racism must be named 
as a perverse sin that cuts to the core of the gospel message. 
Put simply, racism negates the reason for which Christ 
died—the reconciling work of the cross, first to God and 
then to one another. It denies the purpose of the church: to 
bring together, in Christ, those who have been divided from 
one another particularly, in the early church’s case, Jew and 
Gentile—a division based on racial ethnicity, culture, and 
religion.

There is only one remedy for such a sin, and that is 
repentance. If genu ine, it will always bear fruit in concrete 
forms of conversion and changed behavior, with both re-
jections and reversals of racism. Although the United States 
may have changed in regard to some of its racial attitudes 
and al lowed some of its black citizens into the middle class, 
white America has yet to recognize the extent of its racism, 
especially institutionally—that we always have been a racist 

39  Lisa Sharon Harper et al., “An Open Letter to Franklin Graham,” 
God’s Politics (blog), Sojourners, March 19, 2015, http:l/sojo.net/
blogs/2015/03/19/open-letter-franklin-graham.

society, still are, and have yet to fully repent of our racial 
sins. 

Because of that lack of repentance and, indeed, because 
of the economic, social, and political purposes still served 
by the oppression of black and brown people, systematic 
racism continues to shadow American life. Al though often 
denied by white social commentators and the media, evi-
dence of the persistent and endemic character of racism still 
painfully abounds. 

It is to the true meaning of repentance, in response to 
the sin of white racism, that we now turn.



16

Solidarity for Life on the Periphery
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Introduction
I am amazed that the UISG ever thought of inviting a 

simple village Sister like me to address this august assembly. 
I stand here as a voice from the periphery. Global Solidarity 
for Life with those on the margins is a theme very dear to 
my heart and, indeed, to the heart of every religious. I con-
gratulate the UISG leadership for their continued focus on 
this most important agenda for our discipleship and mis-
sion today. I believe that the poor will continue to lead us to 
the heart of our mission, to where we belong and, indeed, 
to the very heart of God. Today, I would like to offer some 
simple reflections that flow mainly from my many years 
of lived experience among one of the most marginalized 
groups of people in Bihar, India, who has shaped my own 
spirituality and challenged my way of being a religious and 
a missionary.

A recurring theme for Pope Francis has been what he 
calls “the periphery” and the movement of the Church from 
the center to the peripheries of our globalized world. Days 
after his election (March 3, 2013), he made his approach to 
the periphery very clear when he said: “And how I would 
like a Church that is poor and for the poor.” [E come vorrei 
una chiesa povera e per i poveri!] Since then, he has repeated 
this same challenge over and over again: “Go to the poor, 
go to the peripheries.”  There is a sense of urgency in his 
call as he invites us to reimage religious life and mission in 
a radical way, and find our true identity on the peripheries. 
We are asked not only to look around to identify the periph-
eries, but to identify the most neglected and peripheralised 
people around us as we engage in our apostolic ministries.  
He continues to challenge us and the whole Church, to 
get out of ourselves and to go toward the periphery and 
to protect ourselves from becoming self-absorbed! In his 
Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis 
says, “I prefer a Church which is bruised, hurting and dirty 
because it has been out on the streets, rather than a Church 
which is unhealthy from being confined and from clinging 
to its own security.” The UISG theme of this Assembly is a 
clear response to this clarion call of the Pope. Together, as 
consecrated women, we need to search for the relevance 
and implications of this call for our life and for our apostolic 
engagement with our world today.  This Assembly is a priv-
ileged time to do some soul searching and ask some hard 
questions.  As individuals, communities, institutions and 

congregations, where are we mostly located? Where and by 
whom are we seen and experienced the most? Where is the 
Spirit leading us to relocate ourselves as prophets of God’s 
Reign? Can we put our heads and hearts together to search 
for a response?

Jesus: Son of God of the peripheries
We see in Jesus that solidarity is not about what we 

do, but rather, how we live! It is about our personal and 
communal witness of life. It is all about relationships. Jesus 
could speak and act with freedom and authority because he 
spoke out of his profound experience of God. Jesus learned 
solidarity from his heart-knowledge of his Beloved Abba, 
total oneness with his Abba and, consequently, he related 
to all around him as brothers and sisters. For us as con-
secrated women too, this sustained divine intimacy is the 
fundamental requirement for engaging with one another in 
solidarity, and moving to the peripheries with the heart and 
mind of Jesus. It is only when the Spirit of God takes over 
our life that we can stand up, listen, and understand what 
God wants to say to us. We cannot be women on fire for 
the mission of Jesus, women of global solidarity and peace 
building, unless we live a life of necessary asceticism and 
contemplative intimacy with God.

The baptism of Jesus was a defining moment in his life 
and mission. It was then that the Spirit of God descended 
upon him and took command of his destiny. (Mk 1:9-12) It 
was then that he publicly proclaimed his oneness with the 
condition of all people, and was fully gripped by the reality 
of humanity. As Jesus entered into his mission, he took up 
a stance for all the marginalized, the anawim, those on the 
periphery, whether they are marginalized economically or 
socio-culturally. He was well aware of the unjust structures 
that have created marginalization and poverty. The God of 
Jesus is clearly a compassionate God who hears the cry of the 
poor, the widow and the orphan. (Dt 10:17-18; Ps68:5) Jesus 
entered into the pains and struggles of the poor and lived in 
solidarity with them.  His lifestyle, the kind of followers he 
chose, and the focus of his ministry are all expressions of his 
identification and solidarity with those on the peripheries. 
The Jesus movement was prophetic and counter cultural 
and, therefore, revolutionary from the beginning.

“Jesus was profoundly contemplative, intensely human 
in his personal relations and authentically radical in his 
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social options. He was a mystic given to quiet contem-
plation, solitary prayer and silence. “He would steal away 
from them into the desert and pray there” Luke 5:16. At the 
same time he was a person of intense action and radical 
commitment.” (Tissa Balasuriya: Globalization and Human 
Solidarity) When we are rooted in God, we will be impelled 
from within to move out of our comfort zones and be 
prophetic risk-takers and healers whose very presence and 
witness will challenge the oppressive and divisive powers in 
our society. The spirit of freedom and love are foundational 
to building global solidarity for fullness of life. According 
to George Soares-Prabhu, SJ, one of the most significant 
aspects of the spirituality of Jesus was “freedom and love, 
leading to identification with the powerless and confronta-
tion with those in power.”

Jesus was a true “border crosser” when it came to many 
of the tightly-held religious, social and economic borders 
of his time. It was this border-crossing that took him to 
the cross. The transformation that he was bringing about 
discomforted all those who lived in the comfort of self-righ-
teousness.  Today, you and I are challenged to identify and 
cross over the tightly held, comfortable boundaries of our 
religious life and move to the peripheries. I wonder if we 
are reducing the “prophetic sting” in our call by mouthing 
the latest prophetic, theological and sociological jargon 
that gives us a good feeling about doing God’s mission even 
when we are busy doing our own mission of conserving the 
past, protecting our institutions, or legitimizing the present!  
How can we recapture the original fire of Jesus’ mission and 
the founding fire that we have inherited as congregations 
so that our creative energies are released for the building 
up of the Reign of God? Let each of us here ask herself: 
What “borders” have I crossed to move to the peripheries 
during the past 3-5 years in response to the urgencies of the 
Church and the world?

The context of our mission today-- the 
peripheries of our globalized world

The 21st-century reality and crises present enormous 
challenges to our usual way of being and doing things. Our 
world is in crisis. Some of the critical signs of the crises 
are the fractures and divisions evident in extreme poverty, 
ecological degradation, violent conflicts and war, and the 
consequent mega-migration and human trafficking which 
we human beings continue to tolerate and even accept as 
the “new normal.” We often hear about accompanying the 
bottom billions to fullness of life as our call of the times. 
What does it mean, essentially, when we say we are carrying 
out the mission of Jesus today where so many are hungry, 
persecuted, driven out and marginalized; where homeless-
ness is ever on the increase; where human persons, created 
in God’s image, are trafficked, abused, sold, and discrim-
inated against due to race, caste, gender, religion, place of 

origin; where the earth’s resources are plundered with greed 
by the powerful; where modern forms of slavery are on the 
rise; where politics has become a weapon of oppression and 
self-indulgence; where religious fundamentalism is destroy-
ing people and nations? We know that all social problems 
in this century are global in nature. These major issues call 
us to a new presence of global solidarity, a new way of living 
our Gospel option for the poor in our world today. We 
cannot any longer reduce the mission to some traditional 
institutional ministries and good charitable deeds (which 
are necessary!) and remain complacent!

Let us have a quick look at a few of the peripheries that 
call us to prophetic action today. You will hear more about 
these from our panelists.

We live in a world of dehumanizing poverty: According 
to The Economist: Global wealth has increased from $117 
trillion in 2000 to $262 trillion in 2014. However, 94.5% 
of household wealth is owned by 20%. The gap between 
the rich and the poor is widening! Today, about 22% of the 
world’s population live below $1.25/day. It is a shocking 
reality that every day one in five of the world’s population, 
that is about 800 million people, go hungry, and every 20 
seconds, a child dies from a water-related illness. How are 
we affected by these realities in real terms?

We live in a world of conflicts: Pope Francis speaks of 
an undeclared third world war that is going on in many 
forms and in many places, networked in unseen ways. These 
conflicts are often caused by geopolitical, territorial ques-
tions, sectarian and ethnic strife, religious fundamentalism 
and greed for scarce resources. Each year, at least 250,000 
people die in armed conflicts and millions are pushed out of 
their homes and made refugees. At present there are a total 
of 66 countries involved in wars, more than 686 militias 
(guerrillas and separatists) involved in violent conflicts in 
different parts of the world. What is our practical contribu-
tion to peace building?

We live in a world of migrants, refugees and 
asylum seekers: According to the United Nations High 
Commission for Refugees, the number of refugees and 
internally displaced people, over 60 million, is at the highest 
point since World War II. This means one in every 122 
people worldwide is a refugee, and half of these are women 
and children. Yes, ours is a refugee world!  These individ-
uals have been forcibly displaced worldwide as a result of 
persecution, conflicts of all kinds, violence, or human rights 
violations.  What is our collective response to this greatest 
human tragedy of our time? You will hear more about this 
from our panelists.

We live in a world that allows human trafficking: Pope 
Francis tells us that human trafficking is “an open wound 
on the body of the contemporary society, a scourge upon 
the body of Christ, It is a crime against humanity.”  There 
are an estimated 27 million trafficked persons in the world 
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today, the highest recorded number in history! Human 
trafficking is the third largest international crime industry 
only behind illegal drugs and arms trafficking. (“The CNN 
Freedom Project.” Accessed March 4, 2015) Trafficking 
women and children for sexual exploitation is the fastest 
growing criminal enterprise in the world. Gender inequality 
and discriminatory laws trap women in poverty, and fail to 
protect them from violence, rendering them vulnerable to 
prostitution and trafficking. During the past several years, 
a number of women religious have moved into this chal-
lenging ministry and are making a difference among the 
trafficked persons. Have we really explored and utilized the 
tremendous potential we have as women and religious for a 
more pronounced and prophetic global solidarity that can 
challenge systems and structures that continue to create and 
sustain this horrific crime?

Do these “peripheries” challenge us to be women of 
global solidarity?

Our increasing awareness of the world situation car-
ries with it an increased responsibility to the people who 
are forced by structures, groups and individuals to remain 
poor and marginalized. St. John Paul II in Sollicitudo Rei 
Socialis reminds us that solidarity “is not a feeling of vague 
compassion or shallow distress at the misfortunes of so 
many people, both near and far. On the contrary, it is a firm 
and persevering determination to commit oneself to the 
common good; that is to say, to the good of all and of each 
individual, because we are all really responsible for all”.. 
Solidarity means the willingness to regard injustices com-
mitted against another as no less serious than an injustice 
against oneself. Genuine solidarity requires heart-level 
understanding of our prophetic call and a total commit-
ment to the Jesus movement for the integral liberation of 
every human person. It requires common action from us, as 
consecrated persons, along with all people of good will, to 
address the fundamental causes of injustice and the sources 
of violence in our world.

Genuine solidarity means engagement with real people, 
especially the poor and marginalized of our time. Pope 
Francis reminds us that “A keyword that we need not fear is 
‘solidarity,’ that is, knowing how to make available to God 
what we have, our humble capacity, because only in the gift 
of sharing our lives will we be fruitful,”

(May 30, 2013 homily at Rome’s Basilica of Saint John 
Lateran.) He repeatedly urges us to live our solidarity by going 
to the existential peripheries of our modern world. He invites 
us for a shift in the center of gravity of our apostolic works 
as religious congregations.  Time and again he challenges the 
whole Church, to get out of ourselves and go toward the pe-
riphery and to protect ourselves from becoming self-absorbed! 
Do we recognize the most neglected and peripheralised people 
around us? It touches the deepest core of my being when I 
am awakened to the radical implications of what Jesus said 

in Mathew 25. At the end of it all, Jesus, whom we call our 
Beloved and Lord, for whom we have left all things, has a set 
of “periphery”-focused questions for us, all about our rela-
tionship with the marginalized and the needy. Did you feed 
the hungry? Give drink to the thirsty? Welcome the stranger? 
Clothe the naked? Visit the sick? Visit prisoners? In the con-
text of our present day realities, who are these hungry, thirsty, 
homeless, naked, sick, imprisoned people in whom Christ is in 
agony? (cf. Ronald Rohlheiser) What are the practical im-
plications for us as religious who are seriously negotiating a 
lifestyle of global solidarity for the fullness of life that Jesus 
has promised for all?

Our sincere commitment to justice and active concern 
for the poor are absolutely non-negotiable parts of living 
our faith and discipleship. Today there is so much theolo-
gizing and writing about the radical option for the poor and 
needy. While I may feel good about that on the conceptual 
level, where am I in my practical, down-to-earth solidar-
ity with the poor? Has my prayer life, my spirituality, my 
lifestyle, my way of living community, my way of doing my 
ministry been impacted by my radical, Christ-like concern 
for the poor? I, too, am part of the system that creates and 
sustains poverty and exploitation. All the goods that I enjoy, 
all the comforts that I take for granted, all the securities 
that I feel entitled to should challenge me to share even out 
of my need and call me to live a spirituality of sufficiency.  
I feel that we religious have the idea of the “hundred-
fold” all mixed up to suit our needs for a comfortable life!  
Consecrated life will always mean living on the edge and 
participating in the struggles, the insecurities of the periph-
eries. I wish we could ask the poor to give us an honest eval-
uation of our consecrated life as they see and experience it!

We humbly acknowledge that, in the face of all the 
global issues of injustice that beset us, we can do very little 
as individuals or even as communities and congregations. 
But imagine, if each woman religious would reach out even 
to a few persons on the margins, how the margins would 
be transformed into islands of hope! Let me share with you 
one of my many experiences while living with the poorest of 
the poor Musahars in Bihar. In the late 1970s, a number of 
us, women and men religious, felt the call to live solidarity 
with the poor in a radical way. Some of us decided to share 
the lot of one of the most deprived groups in North India 
by living among them in their tiny mud huts and sharing 
in their struggles.  We had to find our own ways of living 
our religious community and prayer in this new reality. 
One day, the poor lady, Punia, whose hut I was sharing, lost 
her 3-year-old daughter in the morning and five- year old 
son later on the same day due to a cholera outbreak. I was 
so broken and upset that God would allow such a thing to 
happen to these poor helpless people. I was angry at the 
system that permitted such utter poverty and misery. All 
I could do was to weep in solidarity with all the weeping 
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women in that village. Pope Francis, in his homily on July 
8, 2013, said: “We are a society which has forgotten how to 
weep, how to experience compassion, suffering with others; 
the globalization of indifference has taken from us the abil-
ity to weep!”

My experience that day gave rise to a barrage of ques-
tions, questions about the meaning of my consecrated life, 
my vows and my ministries in the context of these kinds 
of terrible tragedies that continue to happen in the lives 
millions of the marginalized in our world. What is my real 
identity? Am I who I claim to be as a woman religious? 
Who is benefiting from my vowed life? Will my life make 
any difference in the lives of those most in need? As I, too, 
succumb to consumerism, am I not also contributing to a 
system that allows these little ones to die? Listening to the 
poor with compassion and allowing them to touch our lives 
is, indeed, a mutually transforming experience.  We know 
from experience that the poor can teach us lessons of life 
that surpass all theology and science. All we need is to be 
present among them with the Presence of Christ and be 
present to the present!

What are some of the possible ways to build up our 
global solidarity?

Dialogue, interfaith and intercultural, will always be 
a powerful means to strengthen Global Solidarity for life.  
Pope Francis often speaks about the pre-eminence of dia-
logue as a means of conflict resolution and building global 
solidarity. During his visit to Sarajevo in June 2015, he said: 
“Interreligious dialogue…is an indispensable condition 
for peace…Dialogue is a school of humanity, a builder of 
unity, which helps build a society.” Dialogue helps one to 
move closer to the truth about God and what it means to be 
human.  Interreligious dialogue, inculturation, and soli-
darity with the poor in their struggles for human dignity 
are three important dimensions of our mission today. 
Nelson Mandela has said “If you want to make peace with 
your enemy, you have to work with your enemy. Then he 
becomes your partner.” I believe that, as women religious, 
we have tremendous potential and possibilities to be peace 
negotiators by opening doors to anger reduction, reconcili-
ation, peace mediation, and healing. But are we sufficiently 
prepared and ready to initiate and nurture a culture of 
dialogue at various levels?

Dialogue is a way of life.  I remember one of my expe-
riences during my life among the poor. Two of us shared a 
tiny mud hut with a poor family in a Hindu village. In the 
adjacent hut lived a very religious old woman who did her 
daily puja (worship rituals) on the sacred stone she had 
enshrined in a corner of her little hut. As an educated and 
enthusiastic  but  inexperienced  young  sister,  I  was  eager  
to  revolutionize  the  miserable  condition  of  the “supersti-
tious and the illiterate poor”! One day I met my old friend 
as she finished her worship and I could not resist my desire 

to call to her attention the meaninglessness of worshiping 
the “stone” and so I said, “Nani [grandmother], why do you 
worship the stone? God is not in that stone. God lives in 
our hearts.” Her only response to me was a loving glance 
and a gentle smile. The following Sunday, Holy Mass was 
celebrated in our village hut and my old friend came and 
took her place right next to me. After communion, as I was 
praying, she nudged me gently and whispered in my ear, 
“Listen, my child, yesterday you said that my God was not 
in the stone I worshiped. But then, how is it that your God 
is in the bread that you ate just now?” I was speechless. It 
was this timely questioning by my illiterate but wise  friend  
that  awakened  me  to  the  realization  that  humility,  
compassion  and  deep  respect  are  essential ingredients of 
true communion and dialogue that transform relationships. 
Yes, the poor are our best teachers in the art of dialogue and 
solidarity.

Intercultural living is another powerful expression of 
global solidarity in our intercultural world.   Within a con-
gregation and among congregations, our intercultural living 
that is centered in Jesus, sharing a common vision and 
mission, is a powerful witness to our broken and divided 
world. Fr. Anthony Gittins says, “Intercultural living is an 
authentic discipleship lived by culturally different people 
together… [It] is not easy but it is desirable and urgently 
needed... Intercultural living is the future of international 
religious life. Unless international communities become 
intercultural, they will not survive.” (2011 Congress of the 
Religious Formation Conference)

If we put our call to intercultural living at the disposal of 
the most marginalized, they will have much to tell us about 
the gift of our interculturality. I believe that the witness of 
an intercultural community can play a crucial role in the 
process of reconciliation and healing among the poor, the 
refugees, the slum dwellers, and all those who have been 
forced to live in a multicultural and multi-religious reality.  
Witness of a life of harmony amidst cultural, social and 
religious conflicts is indeed a visible and credible mark of 
the Reign of God. My experience is that living immersed in 
the lives and struggles of the marginalized will give a new 
perspective to our own intercultural challenges. Formation 
for intercultural living has to become a priority for all of us.

Together we globalize solidarity and hope
The Catechism of the Catholic Church reminds us that: 

“International solidarity is a requirement of the moral 
order; world peace depends in part upon this.”   But why is 
commitment to solidarity so difficult to achieve?   Global 
solidarity is possible only when we have a sense of solidarity 
among ourselves and a sense of solidarity with the suffering 
millions on the peripheries. If we really believe in solidar-
ity as a fundamental value of life, we will have to find ways 
and means to advocate for solidarity at all levels, includ-
ing the political sphere. If we religious want to embrace 
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global solidarity as a way of life and become a transforming 
presence in our world today, then we will have to put new 
institutions and structures in place that witness to this value 
and promote it beyond all borders.

As more and more congregations face diminishment, if 
not careful, we can become self-absorbed, focusing most of 
our physical and spiritual energy, resources, and priorities 
on our diminishment, lack of vocations, challenges of main-
taining our once flourishing and secure institutions. The 
question is: Will those of us who are called to consecrated 
life at this time in the history of the world be women who 
will risk moving out of our securities and comforts (which 
we mistakenly perceive as our hundredfold for following the 
poor Man of Galilee!) and go out to the existential and geo-
graphical peripheries with the evangelical message of hope, 
joy and life to the full? Can we religious say with conviction 
and commitment that we do not want our charisms to be so 
institutionalized and centralized that we lose the “prophetic 
sting” inherent in our call to close discipleship and mission?   
When we expose ourselves to the vulnerabilities of life and 
mission on the peripheries, we will discover our real iden-
tity and purpose in Christ.

Today let us remember with gratitude those women 
religious, perhaps some in your own congregations, who 
are responding to ministries of global solidarity beyond 
the traditional and institutional ministries of the congre-
gation. They have pitched their tent among the poorest of 
the poor, the migrants, refugees, trafficked persons, sex 
workers, persons suffering from addictions, physical and 
psychological disabilities. There are some women religious 
today who work with the government, with like-minded 
NGOs, and groups and organizations like the UNNGOs 
especially in the areas of human trafficking, empowerment 
of women and girls, migration, and human rights issues. 
They are engaged in advocacy and lobbying at various levels 
to ensure right policies and laws in favor of the most needy 
and marginalized in society. It is only a beginning, and so, 
the question before us today is the same one that was posed 
by the rich young man in the Gospel: what more remains for 
us to do, as women disciples of Jesus, in our faithfulness to 
Christ and to his mission?  The future of religious life will 
be decided on the peripheries where Christ is in agony! To 
minister for and with the poor, we need to move away from 
our privileged position of power, control and security and 
displace ourselves existentially towards the peripheries. It’s 
there that we will rediscover the ‘agenda of Jesus’ and bear 
witness to his mission of unity, communion and global sol-
idarity. This call has to be heard beyond our congregational 
and Church boundaries so as to bring together the trans-
formational potential in the hearts all people of good will 
across our hurting world.

Conclusion
As consecrated and committed women in our globalized 

world, what is our message of hope to the weakest, the most 
powerless and the poorest on the new peripheries of our so-
ciety?  If all religious today could pause and listen, perhaps 
we would hear again the heart-desire of Jesus: Father, that 
they may be one as we are one.” (Jn.17:21) We also need to 
hear his anguished question to us: “Why are you so cow-
ardly? Do you still have no faith?”(Mark 4:35-41). Sisters, 
we who have everything, and often are among the privileged 
women of our world; what are we afraid of? What is the 
root of our cowardice and our fear? Why are we afraid of 
the future when we know God is busy shaping our future 
just as God shaped our past beyond our expectations?  Do 
we really believe in Jesus? Or is our faith just a theological 
concept which we easily explain and teach to others? Are 
we ready to cross over to the other side where a new way of 
being religious, a new way of engaging with all our brothers 
and sisters, especially with those on the periphery, engaging 
with Mother Earth, awaits us?

The climate we are experiencing among us as women 
religious and in the Church in general is something like 
going back to our roots. Theologically and biblically, it is a 
Kairos moment! How we choose to respond to this moment 
will decide the future of ministerial religious life.  What is 
“the more” and “the different” that I am willing to risk in 
my prophetic mission today to ensure that evils like human 
trafficking, sex tourism, abuse of children and women, 
and destruction of the environment will have no place in 
our world? As women religious of this millennium, we are 
called to be the Eucharist that is taken, blessed, broken to be 
shared in this world that God loves so much, this world that 
is in chaos and darkness. This radical Eucharistic sharing 
goes far beyond praying for God’s people and God’s world 
and doing some charitable deeds, necessary as they are! Like 
Jesus, we are challenged to be filled with a “divine reckless-
ness” that flows from a passion for God and from active 
compassion for God’s people, especially the weakest.

We urgently need to find new ways of relating to one an-
other as women religious, a new way of sharing our charism 
and participating in our common mission and thus holding 
“all things in common,” beyond our congregational and 
national boundaries. This is the urgent need of the hour. 
As leaders of your congregations, you need to ask yourself: 
where do I want our sisters, our communities, our congre-
gation to be in this globalized, connected and yet divided 
world, a world that is afflicted by violent fundamentalism, 
a world of mega-migration, a world of extreme disparities 
between the haves and the have-nots, a world of dehuman-
izing hunger and scandalous affluence?  How can we create 
and enlarge spaces of global solidarity and networking, with 
women and men, religious and laity, NGOs and other orga-
nizations in partnership as we move on to the peripheries 
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of poverty, exclusion and injustice? The options before us 
are very limited: either we live a prophetic religious life with 
all its consequences of witnessing to the life and mission of 
Jesus in real terms, or disappear as an irrelevant reality.

Let me conclude with the words of Miriam MacGillis, 
OP, “We’re at a moment where there are no guarantees as to 
the Earth’s future. What are the new frontiers that beckon 
us, for which we would be ready to joyfully sacrifice our 
securities, our comfort…? It’s a question of our own critical 
choices. And I think what we’re deeply in need of is a trans-
forming vision… a vision that opens the future up to hope.”

#UISGPlenary www.uisg.org
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