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 It’s not often that the lectionary passages align very well with current events. Earlier this 

week I was a little worried about how I could impose reflection on the events in Virginia last 

weekend on today’s scripture readings. But honestly, these readings are a perfect response to 

what’s been happening.  

 

 The protest rally titled “Unite the Right” was billed as a protest against the removal of a 

statue of Robert E. Lee, commanding general of the Confederate army, from a park that until 

recently bore his name—it’s now called Emancipation Park—in Charlottesville, Virginia, home 

of Thomas Jefferson and the University of Virginia. The statue was placed there in 1924, as were 

many other monuments in the South extolling figures from the Confederacy. The early 1900’s 

saw the rise of the KKK as a powerful political force in the South along with the establishment 

of Jim Crow laws that codified oppression. 

 

 Not many in my generation have seen a march like that. The underbelly of racism has 

stayed pretty well hidden for the last several decades. But in that time it’s tried to dress itself in 

new clothes, hiding behind policy initiatives like immigration reform and voter ID laws or in this 

case preserving heritage. But as Jesus tells the crowd, it’s what comes out of the mouth that 

reveals the heart. As I watched footage this week of the marchers, I didn’t hear anything about 

heritage or history; all I heard were Nazi slogans like “Blood and soil,” and shouts of “You will 

not replace us,” often changed to “Jews will not replace us.” Their words revealed exactly what 

that rally was all about. 

 

 The words we use matter. How we talk about one another reveals our deepest feelings 

and desires and prejudices. This is what Jesus is trying to convey to the crowd. And then he 

demonstrates it in the very next moment. A woman of Canaanite origin comes to him seeking 

help. First, he ignores her. Then he responds, but it’s not really clear if he’s actually speaking to 

her. But the words he uses are unmistakable: “It’s not fair to take the children’s food and throw it 

to the dogs.” Did we hear that right? Did Jesus just call that woman and every one like her, every 

Canaanite, a dog? Commentators have had a real problem with this story. It is so out of character 

for Jesus to be that callous. So they try to excuse it. They come up with ways to interpret that 

word so it isn’t quite so insulting or they imagine that Jesus is really just testing the woman, even 

though he never does that with anyone else who asks for help.  

 

 I think we should take the story at face value and accept that Jesus is expressing a 

common prejudice of his day. A prejudice that the woman challenges, not by a counter-insult but 

by an insistent logic Jesus cannot help but admire. She schools him, and he is delighted. He’s not 

indignant or threatened. He loves it. He loves having his own prejudice challenged and ridiculed. 

And he drops it immediately. There’s not a hint of reluctance or grudging in his response: 

“Woman, great is your faith!”  

 



 How easily he lets go of privilege. How fearless. Last week all I could see was fear 

among those torch-bearing marchers, shouting their pathetic slogans. Fear of losing…whatever it 

is they think they deserve because they happen to have white skin. They want to assert a 

superiority that doesn’t exist, that can only be imposed by force. It’s sad. And it would be 

laughable if it weren’t so lethal. On Friday night I attended Shabbat services at Shir Shalom. 

Rabbi Alex shared with us a letter from the rabbi of the synagogue in Charlottesville, Virginia. 

He described what it was like to be at services that Friday night as neo-Nazis marched passed, 

seeing a man dressed in camo-fatigues standing across the street holding a semi-automatic rifle. 

He was frightened, as were the members of the congregation. There are still survivors of the 

Holocaust among us who found what was happening dredging up feelings they hadn’t felt in 

decades. Over and over the rabbi repeated “this is the U.S. in 2017,” mystified such a thing could 

be happening here and now.  

 

 When I heard that letter, and as I’ve read and seen other reactions, I realize how 

important it is for the church to be clear about what we stand for in the face of hate. I’ve heard a 

lot of folks say we can only respond to hatred with love, only love can overcome it, and I agree. 

But we also need to be clear in our rejection of such views. We have to have zero tolerance for 

racist language and ideas. Any interpretation of scripture that leads to hatred of any group in our 

society based on their skin color or their ethnic heritage or their religion or their sexual identity is 

invalid; it cannot be accepted. If we don’t stand against such views, who will? As the great Rabbi 

Hillel, who died about 10 years after Jesus’ birth, is quoted as saying, “If I am not for myself, 

then who will be for me? And if I am only for myself, then what am I? And if not now, when?” 

We must stand and be counted in our resistance to hate.  

  

How that begins and what it looks like is something I’ve been turning over in my mind 

all week. I think we need to begin the same place we always do in our faith; we begin with 

confession. We need to look within ourselves and recognize our complicity in the hatred that was 

expressed last week in Virginia. I’ve watched some interviews with these people and realized 

their views are only a breath away from many I’ve heard expressed all my life by relatives and 

friends. They take what always seemed like innocuous claims about other groups, comments 

about lifestyles or work ethics, and use them to justify eradicating them. Have I contributed to 

that? Have I stood silent while “jokes” are made, insults thrown, sweeping generalizations 

asserted? We must look at our own words carefully and see what they reveal.  

  

But we also need to look at our society more closely. What are the forces that have kept 

some groups poor and allowed others to prosper? What are the components of white privilege 

and where did it begin? What does our history tell us about how the enslavement of African 

people in this country has shaped our institutions? When did the idea of race and whiteness begin 

to drive our laws and how has the church contributed to and supported it? On Friday at the 

Shabbat service I was asked to say a few words in response to Charlottesville. I pointed out that 

we Presbyterians have been in this country since before it was formed. So we can’t we aren’t 

responsible for the racism embedded in our institutions. We were involved in the institution of 

slavery; we were involved in the failure of Reconstruction after the Civil War; we were involved 

in the establishment of Jim Crow in the South; and we have benefitted immensely from white 

privilege. These are things about ourselves we need to examine and confess. 



 There are lots of resources to turn to for this. In our Adult Education we’ve read and 

discussed together Ta-Nahisi Coates’ book Between the World and Me, also the book Waking Up 

White by Debbi Irving which we’ve studied is helpful. Another great resource I’ve found 

recently is a podcast out of Duke University. The program is called “Scene on Radio” (s,c,e,n,e) 

and the series they’ve been running is titled “Seeing White” which traces the history of race in 

our country.  

  

We do this sort of self-examination not to beat ourselves up but so we can begin to 

repent. That’s the whole point of confession after all. We need to turn away from old behaviors 

and habits. And we need to adopt new ones. In Isaiah God lays out a vision of a “house of prayer 

for all peoples.” Through the prophet God expresses a desire for unity among people and not 

division. All the barriers are broken down. Once we have broken down the barriers within 

ourselves we can turn to the world and offer a place of healing and acceptance.  

  

Right now we need to be a place where racism is confronted and rejected; a place where 

Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists and Sikhs are embraced and valued; a place where lgbt people 

are welcomed and accepted. That’s the place our community and our world needs now. That’s 

how hatred is defeated and love wins the day. 

    

Goodness is stronger than evil! 

   Love is stronger than hate! 

   Light is stronger than darkness! 

   Life is stronger than death! 

   Victory is ours, victory is ours in God who loves us! 

   Victory is ours, victory is ours in God who loves us! 

 

Amen 

 

 


