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 In his powerful book The Cross and the Lynching Tree, Black theologian James Cone 

gives a little biographical sketch of a pioneer in the fight against lynching the journalist Ida B. 

Wells. Ida was born in 1862 in Mississippi into slavery. As an adult she became somewhat 

famous for successfully suing a railroad company after a conductor forced her off the train when 

she refused to give up her first-class seat to a white passenger. She wasn’t willing to back down 

and she was very smart and well educated. She had all the qualities needed to be successful in 

any number of professions.  

 

 But in 1892, when she was about 30, three Black men were lynched in Memphis, 

Tennessee, where she lived at the time. One of them was a friend of hers named Tommie Moss. 

Ida responded with a series of editorials, according to Cone, that sent shockwaves through the 

Black community and began the anti-lynching movement in this country that took over 100 years 

to finally, just last month, result in the passage of a bill in Congress identifying lynching as a 

federal hate crime.  

 

 Ida Wells was relentless in her fight against lynching. So much so, that Cone says, “Her 

fight against lynching was so radical and uncompromising that many anti-lynching advocates in 

moderate organizations like the NAACP and the National Association of Colored Women 

shunned her.” For Ida Wells, the crime of lynching was the downfall of human society. She 

refused to accept a world where something so horrific could be allowed to go on. And she 

sacrificed her career, the promise of success as a journalist, the admiration of peers and 

accolades from the profession to expose to the world the reality of lynching and for the sake of 

justice for its victims. 

 

 Ida Wells’ story gives me some insight into what Paul is talking about when he looks 

back at his former self, with all his credentials and achievements but considers it all rubbish. He 

had spent his life conforming to a way of seeing the world as divided between those who are in 

and those who are out. But then something happened, we’re not sure what, to convince him the 

world needed to change. He discovered in Christ a way of seeing the world that eliminated the 

divisions he once thought were sacred, divinely ordained. And in doing that he turned his back 

on everything that could make his life easier.  

 

 Like Ida Wells would 1800 years later, Paul learned what matters most. For him it was 

reconciliation, acceptance and inclusion. For Ida it was justice, compassion, and equality. And 

when we really look at the kind of world each of them envisioned, we find they’re not so 

different. Paul was certainly aware of the injustice of crucifixion, how it was used to intimidate 

and coerce. After reading Cone’s book I don’t see how any first century Jew could fail to see the 

connection between the cross and the lynching tree. The Romans used the cross against not just 



Jews but every population that resisted in exactly the same way white society in our country used 

the lynching tree against Black people. 

 

 When Paul encountered Christ he discovered the possibility of something new. And 

making that new thing, what he calls the resurrection, his own became all that mattered to him. 

As he says, “Beloved, I do not consider that I have made it my own; but this one thing I do: 

forgetting what lies behind and straining toward what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for 

the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.” “Forgetting what lies behind and straining 

toward what lies ahead.” Whatever advantages or status Paul once enjoyed he’s willing to give 

up completely for the promise of a new age dawning in Christ.  

 

 James Cone makes it clear in his book that Ida Wells rooted her work in a faith that 

insists on “straining toward what lies ahead.” When interviewing 12 prisoners who were 

awaiting trial and who expressed a sort of fatalistic belief that all they could do was read 

scripture and pray, she told them, “Why don’t you pray to live and ask to be freed?” She used the 

example of Paul and Silas whom God freed by opening their cell door and encouraged these 

prisoners to assert their innocence and seek their freedom through the courts. They did and 

eventually were all let go. Cone writes, “For Wells, faith in the God of Calvary was not an 

excuse for passivity. She rebuked those who patiently waited on God to save them from 

injustice.”  

 

 If we’re committed to the new vision God reveals in Christ, if that’s what matters most, 

then we have a responsibility to do all we can to move toward that vision and bring society along 

with us. And some times that means taking a moment to remember who it is we serve and what 

Jesus’ ministry is all about.  

 

 In this story from John’s gospel we find Jesus and his disciples sharing a meal together 

with their friends Lazarus, Martha and Mary at their home in Bethany. It’s just before Jesus’ 

final entry into Jerusalem and the reality of what waits for him there weighs heavily. Out of 

devotion Mary anoints Jesus. She stops everything she’s doing and focuses entirely on him to 

prepare him for what lies ahead. In this moment caring for Jesus is what matters most. Judas 

brings up the needs of the poor and often Jesus’ response has been used as a way of giving 

permission for neglecting the poor. But that lifts this moment out of context. This is a reminder 

that our concern for people living in poverty is hollow unless it’s rooted in our devotion to Jesus 

who embodies the compassion and sacrifice we’re called to bring the world.  

 

 In an essay written for Maryknoll Magazine in 1985 by Father Henri Nouwen titled 

“Prayer Embraces the World,” he says, “Life becomes an unbearable burden whenever we lose 

touch with the presence of a loving Savior and see only hunger to be alleviated, injustice to be 

addressed, violence to be overcome, wars to be stopped, and loneliness to be removed. All these 

are critical issues, and Christians must try to solve them; however, when our concern no longer 

flows from our personal encounter with the living Christ, we feel oppressive weight.” We can’t 

bring the change needed in this world: the compassion, the justice, the equity if we cut ourselves 



off from devotion to the One who embodies all these things through his teaching, ministry and 

sacrifice.  

 

 We don’t know much about Ida Wells’ prayer life, but I suspect she found in her 

relationship with Christ the strength and sustenance she needed to be a voice for those whose 

lives had been so brutally taken by lynching. In what she wrote, in the investigations she 

followed, she became Mary anointing Jesus, washing his feet and drying them with her hair. 

What she wrote was her sacrifice, her sacred gift to God in her pursuit of justice.  

 

 But more than that she was seeking to build a new world, a beloved community, just as 

Paul was. And now that work falls to us. Now it’s up to us to determine what matters most. It’s 

up to us to take time in devotion and prayer as we focus our attention on Christ. So we can see 

Christ in the suffering of all those around us whom society is happy to ignore. Because we have 

been given this resurrection hope, this new vision, we strain forward, reaching toward it to make 

it our own. And we refuse to be silent in the face of injustice, bigotry, and violence. We refuse to 

give up on resurrection and the promise of life even when we’re surrounded by death. We cannot 

give up. Life calls us from the abyss of despair, from fear and hostility and loss; life calls us to 

speak and to act and to make resurrection our own because Christ has made us his own. What 

else matters more? 

 

Amen 


