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To Wake, To Rise 

- a sermon reflection compiled and presented by Dawn Daniels, UUFCM Minister 

Sunday, August 20, 2017 

 

Reading One  

“White House” - by Adam Lawrence Dyer 

This white house 

Made for a white man 

Is a symbol of his power 

And an aspiration for all white men.  

This white house was built with black hands. 

 

This white house  

That is power through wealth 

And wealth with a body count 

Is full of ideas to serve a white world. 

This white house 

Was built with black hands. 

 

This what house  

Shelters myths  

In a white temple of empire 

Where divinity and man’s ego converge. 

This white house  

Was built with black hands. 

 

This white house 

Cannot be dismantled  

With the master’s tool 

Because the master’s most valuable tool 

Built this white house. 
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Reading Two 

“Connecting” – by Tricia Knoll 

I’m white space 

between black dots. 

I grew up catching tigers  

by the toe. School books  

came with unbroken backs.  

 

No one ever called my people X. 

Families on TV looked like mine. 

I burned in the sun. I believed  

money could get me where I wanted to go. 

 

I own the land I live on. 

I was never a melting anything –  

fondue, chocolate, molten pot,  

hot lava lamp, or zombie brain. 

 

A bubble surrounds me,  

shimmer-soap surprise  

I thought would never pop  

until it did. 

 

Reading Three 

“From Ally to Advocate” - by Jonipher Kwong 

Though I was so smart 

Till I didn’t know the answer 

To why evil exists in the world 

 

Thought I was so enlightened 

Till I discovered comfort  

In darkness for a while 
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Thought I was so liberal  

Till my good intentions 

Produced the opposite results 

 

Thought I was colorblind 

Till my eyes began to see 

Differences that should be honored 

 

Thought I was an ally 

When what was called for  

Was an advocate instead. 

 

Sermon Reflection 

“Nineteenth-century Unitarian minister Theodore Parker proclaimed that ministers should preach with 

one hand holding the Bible and one hand holding the day’s newspaper. The newspaper might be 

replaced today by a smartphone, receiving a 140-character tweet, but the point remains. We have 

always been a faith community with a spiritual center and a civic circumference. 

We love to look back to our leadership in the great moral victories that have shaped our world: 

abolition, women’s suffrage, and progress dismantling one legal oppression after another in recent 

years. It was easy for us to believe that we were on a roll and that the arc of the universe would 

inevitably bend more and more toward justice. The Beloved Community was just around the corner. 

The divisiveness of our times has proved that optimistic forecast very wrong. Just as followers of our 

faith and progressives in general were trying to take the next steps on race, climate change, income 

equality, and gender identity, progress that we thought was secure has been called into question. 

Our shock may be understandable. How could we have been so wrong? We find ourselves living in a 

world in which our assumptions about progress and truth and justice are not shared by so many of our 

neighbors. We thought the Kingdom was coming, but we’ve discovered that not everyone’s heart is 

open to embrace it.  

It is easy for us to forget that Theodore Parker preached in an era more divided and divisive than our 

own. This time, at least, I hope a civil war will not be necessary to settle the course our culture will 

follow. We are not the first generation that has been called to insist that the way things are is not the 

way they need to b.  

But the dangers of divisiveness are very real, and the divisiveness seems to be deepening. We have a 

long pull ahead of us as our faith calls us to resistance. Will we have the stamina to stay the course? 

Will we also be called to depth? Will we be able to put aside whatever innocence we might have 

claimed and engage with the real world that some of us are seeing now with fresh eyes? 
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It is so easy to dismiss those with whom we disagree as misguided, self-serving, or simply absurd. I 

find myself tempted to do that almost every day.  

Our Universalist heritage will not let me go. I still believe, as deeply as I believe anything, that each and 

every one of us is a child of God, that the Spirit of Life moves even in those who would send us 

backward toward a lost Eden of prejudice and rigid notions of what is acceptable that crippled so many 

and took advantage of most.  

It will take more than sound bites to point us toward the Beloved Community, even sound bites of which 

we approve.” – William G. Sinkford, preface to To Wake, To Rise. 

 

The words I have just shared are not my own, but those of the Rev. Bill Sinkford who served as president of 

the UUA from 2001-2009 – the first African American to hold that office, and most recently he also served as 

one of the interim co-presidents of the UUA following the resignation of Peter Morales earlier this year. Bill 

Sinkford wrote these words as the opening preface to a very recently published collection of meditations that 

he also edited, titled To Wake, To Rise – several of its selections you just heard presented so beautifully by 

Chris, Laura and Ethen.   

I had just obtained this book of meditations on justice and resilience last weekend during the conflation of 

events and subsequent tragedy that we refer to now in simplified form as “Charlottesville.” Last Sunday 

evening we hosted a vigil for the community outside our building here, a vigil of solidarity for Charlottesville. 

Having planned it very quickly with very short notice, the event was attended by nearly 100 community 

members and was by all accounts received well. I turned to Sinkford’s little book when I finally reached home 

last Sunday night – the title wouldn’t let me go as it shown at me like a beacon with its bold yellow lettering 

from where I’d tossed it on the dining room table. To Wake, To Rise. You see, I left our lovely vigil last 

Saturday with a question that wouldn’t let me go…actually a question that has become almost cyclical as the 

need to host vigils following hate-inspired tragedies occur with more frequency. The question? What now? 

We’re getting pretty good at the vigil thing – and that is a good and necessary thing – but surely there is more. 

I’m fairly certain I am not alone in this questioning and the rising frustration that accompanies it. It’s much too 

easy to focus out there at the wrong-doers, the hate-mongers, to get caught up in perpetual hand-wringing and 

despair for a world gone horribly wrong… 

I opened my journal – my poetry journal – and happened on one of the poems in my “to learn” section by David 

Whyte titled “Start Close In”… 

Start close in, 

don’t take the second step 

or the third, 

start with the first 

thing 

close in, 

the step you don’t want to take. 

Start with 

the ground 

you know, 

the pale ground 

beneath your feet, 

your own 
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way of starting 

the conversation. 

Start with your own 

question, 

give up on other 

people’s questions, 

don’t let them 

smother something 

simple. 

To find 

another’s voice 

follow 

your own voice, 

wait until 

that voice 

becomes a 

private ear 

listening 

to another. 

Start right now 

take a small step 

you can call your own 

don’t follow 

someone else’s 

heroics, be humble 

and focused, 

start close in, 

don’t mistake 

that other 

for your own. 

Start close in, 

don’t take the second step 

or the third, 

start with the first 

thing 

close in, 

the step you don’t want to take. 

 

Sitting with that poem awhile helped me choose from the myriad directions I wanted to go today to choose this 

– a personal reflection written by Courtney E. Martin following the tragedy at the Emmanuel AME Church in 

Charleston two summers ago – it starts “close in” … 
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“Transforming White Fragility into Courageous Imperfection” 

- by Courtney E. Martin, (@courtwrites), On Being columnist 

https://onbeing.org/blog/transforming-white-fragility-into-courageous-imperfection/7701/ 

- posted June 26, 2015 

 

We were gathered around two round tables, covered in bright yellow and white gingham table cloths, picking at 

the remnants of our Saturday evening potluck, and talking about what it means to be white in America at this 

time of such horrific, racialized violence and such powerful uprising. People shared stories about their frayed 

familial roots, expressed anger and grief and confusion about how to act (especially locally), and yearned, 

together, for this moment to be one that our children might look back on and say, “That was when white people 

finally, really took a stand.” 

Naïve? Perhaps, but it somehow feels like the only appropriate response to something as horrific as the 

shootings at the Emanuel AME Church last week in Charleston. Coupled with rigorous self-examination and 

strategy, we must be bold enough to aim for historic and incontrovertible change. We must cling to urgency. 

We must not settle for another breaking news moment that falls off of our radars and into the black 

holes of our white consciousness. 

Black people, people of color in general, don’t have the luxury of forgetting, especially as long as white people, 

particularly the “good ones,” remain so fragile. 

“White fragility” — it’s a term I had never heard before Saturday night. A friend uttered it in reference to how so 

many white people respond when challenged about racism, and I felt like someone had turned the lights on. It 

was one of those moments when you hear language that wraps around something you’ve experienced or 

witnessed, but found impossible to describe. What clarity. What relief. 

White fragility is, at its essence, gut level pushback. It’s like the fight or flight response of white people who 

want to believe that they, and the world by extension, are less racially divisive than they really are. It’s when 

you feel like the wind has been knocked out of you when a person of color points out that something you’ve 

said seems rooted in a privileged experience of the world. It’s when you desperately want to defend why a 

well-intentioned institution that you’re a part of isn’t really racist. It’s when you evade talking about certain parts 

of who you are for fear that it will make you vulnerable for critique from people of color. 

Dr. Robin DiAngelo has done work for many decades helping people understand how to think, talk, and act on 

issues of race and privilege. She writes: 

“It became clear over time that white people have extremely low thresholds for enduring any discomfort 

associated with challenges to our racial worldviews. We can manage the first round of challenge by 

ending the discussion through platitudes — usually something that starts with ‘People just need to,’ or 

‘Race doesn’t really have any meaning to me,’ or ‘Everybody’s racist.’ Scratch any further on that 

surface, however, and we fall apart.” 

Where does this come from? You would imagine that white people would be stronger, not weaker, that they 

would be emboldened to take in new viewpoints from their position of privilege. But we are deathly afraid, even 

if unconsciously, of falling off the pedestal. Progressives who align with anti-racist organizing want to 

prove that we are the “good ones.” Our fragility is born of our desperation to be seen as morally flawless in 

the eyes of people of color and other white progressives. We reject white supremacy, and yet, we are 

https://onbeing.org/blog/transforming-white-fragility-into-courageous-imperfection/7701/
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emotionally invested in a variant of white purity — somehow believing that we can transcend the very 

system that has given us our privilege, the very system we purport to want to fight against. 

I’m grateful for a framing that helps me understand my own fragility. Experimenting with how I use the power 

that comes from my privilege is a messy process. Sometimes I feel like I manage to do something really useful 

in the world, whether its recommending a brilliant person of color to speak at a conference and working with 

them to hone their transformative message for a broad audience or saying I won’t speak on a panel that I’ve 

been invited to because there isn’t a person of color on it. Interestingly, white fragility often shows up as 

talking a lot, a kind of flood of effortful explaining, or the equivalent of a peacock’s display of anti-

racist sentiment — posting on social media with great fanfare or calling out other white people with a 

sort of zeal. 

Sometimes I feel like my good intentions don’t lead to great results. I recommend that person of color and then 

end up feeling like they have a tokenizing experience that further isolates them and their brilliant ideas. In 

these moments, I sometimes feel the fragile part of me rear up. I swear off these kinds of efforts, both because 

it wasn’t a positive experience for the person I recommended, but also because I don’t want to risk feeling 

like I’ve messed up. When fragile, I don’t trust the resilience of my relationships or the power of 

speaking plainly about the failures and moving on. I have been revealed to be imperfect within a system 

that I am all too happy to point out is imperfect. I have been revealed as part of the mess of traumatized, 

grasping, healing humanity. 

It can be subtle stuff, I admit, and yet I’m convinced it’s related to the anything-but-subtle violence in places like 

Charleston, like Cleveland, like George County [and today we would add Charlottesville]. If white people want 

to belong to the beloved community, if we want to be part of the tide that is turning thanks to people of color-led 

movements like #BlackLivesMatter, then we have to show up as bold and genuine and imperfect. We have to 

be weary of our fragility. We have to be intolerant of our own forgetfulness. 

If it feels difficult, and it does to me, you’re probably on the right track. Dismantling centuries of 

dehumanizing institutions and practices — both in the world and within ourselves — can’t be a simple process. 

The good news is that transforming your fragility into courageous imperfection is the beginning of a lot 

more joy. It’s the beginning of a lot more connection. It’s the beginning of the end of racism. 

 

May it be so. 


