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 For most of us in the majority population in our country, minority voices often go 

unheard. It’s not intentional, I think; it’s just a habit developed over many years of living in 

separate worlds from one another. For most of us that lack of awareness isn’t malicious, but there 

are some who want to ignore the voices of minorities or silence them altogether. But when that’s 

done it’s led to devastating consequences.  

 

 For instance, tomorrow is Columbus Day. For the majority population in our country 

Columbus represents the spirit of human discovery and ingenuity. Most of us were taught in 

school that Columbus was an explorer who opened up a passage to the New World in his efforts 

to reach the eastern part of the world, namely India and China, by sailing west. He miscalculated 

the actual size of the planet, though, and didn’t realize the first land he found was actually in the 

Caribbean. But that led to more exploration and colonization and eventually to us. 

 

 That story is heard a little differently by Native Americans. What I was taught was a 

discovery, for the native population was an invasion. And we’re still feeling the effects of it over 

five hundred years later. Minority voices in that discussion are essential to a full understanding 

of our history. When we hear them, we’re able to reassess our values and even look for ways to 

make reparations for past crimes. When we take minority voices seriously we open up the 

possibility of transformation and healing. 

 

 The people of Judah were a minority in Babylon. They were forced to go there, so their 

status was already precarious. But they also had a different language and different customs, 

believed in a different God. Their first inclination was what we might expect. It was to resist. If 

you’re ever interested in getting a flavor for what the attitude of the Israelites was in Babylon, 

just read Psalm 137. You’ll find there sadness, shame and anger, and that’s about it. That psalm 

doesn’t resolve itself the way many of them do. It ends on a note of blind rage. But that wasn’t 

the only option for them. 

 

 Jeremiah, their prophet, sent a letter to the leaders in exile with some advice about how 

they should live in their new circumstance. He says, “Don’t resist this.” Instead of fighting their 

captivity, they should embrace it and prosper. They’re told to become a minority voice in 

Babylonian society that others might listen to and learn from. There’s pretty good evidence that 

the exiles took Jeremiah’s words to heart. They did prosper and when it became possible to 

return, many of them stayed in Babylon. In fact, there was a Babylonian, today Iraqi, Jewish 

population until the 20
th

 century. You’ve probably heard of the Talmud…? There actually are 

two; one is called the Jerusalem Talmud, compiled by rabbis from Judea in the late first and 

second centuries. The other is the Babylonian Talmud, compiled later by rabbis in Iraq.  

 

 So, what Jeremiah describes in his letter was certainly done. And those minority voices 

had an impact. They shaped Babylonian society as much as it shaped them. Hearing those voices 

makes a difference in every society that dares to listen.  



 

 So, what prevents us? Why do we seem to have such a hard time hearing minority 

voices? One reason, I think, is shame. We find it hard to live with the reality of how our 

ancestors treated minority populations. We just want to forget the past and move forward. But so 

often moving forward is impossible because of the views and behaviors of the past. A twist on 

the treatment of minorities can be seen in South Africa where the minority population actually 

held all the power for decades until Apartheid was dismantled. It was feared that would result in 

a vicious conflict. Instead, the transition was mostly peaceful through the work of “Truth and 

Reconciliation Commissions” that went around the country and invited folks to share their 

experiences and have face to face conversations. Listening to the voices of the powerless 

provided a path for healing. 

 

 In our own country we occasionally hear about those efforts. For instance at the 222
nd

 

General Assembly of our denomination in 2016 a resolution was passed directing “the PC(USA) 

and its members apologize to the United States citizens of Native American ancestry, both those 

within and beyond our denomination. We offer this apology especially to those who were and are 

part of ‘stolen generations’ during the Indian-assimilation movement, namely former students of 

Indian boarding schools, their families and their communities.” That apology was delivered in 

February of 2017 during a celebration of renewal and healing in Utqiagvik, Alaska.  

 

 Another more recent example occurred in New Orleans this past spring. In 1891 the chief 

of police of New Orleans was murdered. Hundreds of people were rounded up on suspicion of 

the murder because of their ethnic status. Most of them were released, but 19 were indicted. 

After six acquittals a mob stormed the police station and lynched 11 of the remaining suspects. 

In April of this year the mayor of New Orleans, LaToya Cantrell, issued an apology to the Italian 

American community of New Orleans who had been the target of that mob violence. She said in 

part, “What happened to those 11 Italians, it was wrong, and the city owes them and their 

descendants a formal apology. At this late date, we cannot give justice. But we can be intentional 

and deliberate about what we do going forward.” 

 

 It took over a hundred years for those minority voices to be heard, but when they were 

healing became possible. Listening to minority voices is a central feature of Jesus’ ministry, 

according to Luke. When 10 lepers came seeking healing he certainly could have ignored them. 

But he heard them and responded. But only one of them actually turned back to find the source 

of his healing. A Samaritan. A minority within a minority. Jesus is amazed…not so much by him 

as by the lack of curiosity in the others. The Samaritan leper, someone doubly despised, is given 

a new community, restored in health and in relationship. All because Jesus hears his voice.  

 

 That’s what happens when we hear the minority voices around us. And there are many to 

be heard. Sometimes you and I find ourselves in that category. Sometimes those of us who have 

always thought we were the majority discover we’re actually in the minority after all, and it’s 

frustrating not to be heard. We should pay attention to those moments; they can help us be more 

empathetic. And when we’re on the outside looking in, rather than resisting it we might consider 

embracing it. We might consider being minority voices that add understanding and civility rather 

than conflict. In the current political climate that can go a long way toward healing. 

 



 Jeremiah offered advice that put the Israelites in Babylon in a position to give them room 

to influence the society around them. By settling in and contributing, they were accepted and 

could prosper. That’s a shrewd political strategy and it makes a lot of sense. But there’s more to 

it than that. They’re told to “pray for the city, for its welfare.” Sounds to me like something Jesus 

might say, such as, “love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” When we pray 

for those we consider our enemies, we can’t help but have our hearts transformed. You can’t 

truly pray for another’s welfare without loving them eventually.  

 

 Listening to minority voices won’t just improve relations, it will transform us. It will give 

us a deeper connection to those we have despised or ignored. And that’s the power of the gospel. 

When we take it to heart and allow it to shape how we engage others all the barriers are broken 

down and we see the world in a new way. Exile is no longer a threat and healing no longer 

impossible. Isn’t that what we want, our hearts’ desire? It all begins with listening deeply to 

voices long silenced hoping to be heard. 

 

Amen 


