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I was having a pastoral conversation with a young woman recently. 

She lives in a fairly affluent suburb in our area. And she told me how 

her mother wanted to come in to the inner city and register voters. 

When she heard this, she said to her mom: “but won’t that be too 

dangerous?” 

 

Her comment really caused me to think. It always does when people 

say things along those lines. As I reflected about her comment later, I 

realized that I hadn’t asked her what she meant by “too dangerous.” I 

think I assumed that I knew. Just as she knew without a shadow of a 

doubt that going into the inner city would pose a danger to her mother, 

I knew that the subtitles under that anxiety for her mother’s safety have 

to do with decades if not centuries of a pervasive social narrative about 

inner cities, poverty, people of color and crime.  

 

Sometimes the things we believe are absolutely right. Sometimes, they 

are absolutely wrong.  
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50 years ago, a time that many of us in this sanctuary remember, a 

wave of so-called race riots swept our major cities in the United States. 

Then President Lyndon Johnson commissioned a panel of civic 

leaders to study the causes of this racial unrest. He wanted to make 

sure the “riots” would never happen again. The commisioners gave 

their conclusions in what is called the kerner report. In this report, they 

called to task white people for fleeing cities and heading for the 

suburbs; where it became standard operating procedure to exclude 

people of color, primarily African-Americans, from employment, 

housing and good educational opportunities. They berated government 

policies for allowing legalized racism. And they berated the press 

saying: "the press has too long basked in a white world looking out of 

it, if at all, with white men's eyes and white perspective." 

 

50 years, and an African American president later, sociologists find 

that these practices of exclusion are actually becoming more prevalent 

not less. White flight, exclusionary zoning and persistent racial biases 

are worse than ever.  

 

I never thought I’d see the day when I would publicly agree with Newt 

Gingrich, the architect of the republican revolution of 1994. But I have 

to say that just a few days ago Mr. Gingrich argued quite persuasively 
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that it is far more dangerous to be black anywhere in the united states, 

than it is to be white.  

 

“If you are a normal white American, “ he says, “the truth is you don’t 

understand being black in America and you instinctively underestimate 

the level of discrimination and the level of additional risk.” By additional 

risk, he means the very real possibility of being publicly executed for 

having a broken tail-light.  

 

So what are the dangers to a white, suburban, middle-aged woman 

should she decide to pursue voter registration work in the inner-city? 

Now I have to repeat myself. I have never asked anyone to explain 

their thinking after they have intimated that inner-cities are horribly 

dangerous places for white people. Instead, I try to offer an alternative 

narrative, one that is based on actual data.  

 

But the ingrained, oh-so-easily expressed fear? That’s another story. 

Isn’t that the fear that prompts and even condones the extra-legal 

shootings of so many people of color? Is it possible that our nation’s 

police departments are acting on our collective, unspoken mandate to 

mitigate the fears of the white, majority population? 
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I want to share another story. The church I serve is in Mt. Airy, 

Philadelphia, one of a small handful of intentionally diverse 

neighborhoods in the country. We’ve been standing vigil for black lives 

matter every week for almost two years. On Thursday, we were 

standing as usual and a young African American man pulled over, 

jumped out and started to tell me his story. That happens a lot. 

 

But you see, he was especially full of pain because he’d been sitting in 

a neighborhood park that morning watching a group of little black kids 

play. When one of them fell, he cried out “I’ve been shot. The police 

just shot me.”  

 

In this moment in history, little black boys and little brown boys are 

living every day with the very real fear that they could be shot by the 

police.  

 

Dr. Michael Eric Dyson is a professor, writer and unflinching chronicler 

of our contemporary racial divide. In a recent opinion piece in the 

Sunday New York Times, entitled “death in black and white,” he 

speaks directly to white America. “at birth you are given a pair of 

binoculars that see black life from a distance, never with the texture of 

intimacy. Those binoculars are privilege; they are status, regardless of 

your class…. Those binoculars are also stories, bad stories, biased 
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stories, harmful stories, about how black people are lazy, or dumb, or 

slick, or immoral, people who can’t be helped by the best schools or 

even god himself.” 

 

Right about now you might be asking yourself, “when is she going to 

get to spirituality? Isn’t that what was advertised!” 

 

Well, you see. That’s the real danger in all of this. The real danger for 

any of us is to make the commitment to live from our deepest, spiritual 

values. The real danger for the suburban mom is that her heart will be 

broken. That if she heard a little boy speak so matter-of-factly about 

being shot, her heart would shatter…wide open. 

 

The real danger is that the truth will cause us so much pain, make us 

so deeply uncomfortable with ourselves and the world we live in, that it 

will force us to change. The real danger is that we will be transformed. 

 

“The problem is,” Dyson goes on to say, “you do not want to know 

anything different from what you think to know.” 

 

If you are lucky, you will come to a moment in your life when 

everything you think you know doesn’t work for you anymore. What 
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you know won’t help you cope with or explain what is happening in 

your world.  

 

And then, again, if you’re lucky, you will take a flying leap of faith. You 

will drop your binoculars and open yourself to a new perspective. 

Spirituality is what happens when you drop the binoculars, and you see 

with the eyes in your head,  

And the eyes in your heart,  

And the eyes of other people. Maybe even other people you have been 

afraid of all your life. 

 

It doesn't matter to me whether your spirituality is humanist, buddhist, 

christian or pagan or all of the above. It doesn’t matter to me if you 

believe in god or ancient aliens. 

 

If it doesn’t break your heart, at least sometimes, it isn’t spirituality. 

 

If it is only designed to keep you comfortable, it isn’t spirituality. 

 

If you come to the inner city because you want to fight and work for 

what you already know is right, I commend you. But i have to warn 

you, holding on to your binoculars will eventually cause you to fail. And 

you may end up doing more harm than good. 
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Sometimes you have to not know anything. 

 

Yes, right and wrong matter.  

 

But if it doesn’t make you take risks, it isn’t spirituality. 

 

If you’re only doing it by yourself, it isn’t spirituality. 

 

My beloved, our gloriously messy and diverse spirituality will save us if 

we let it. The risks we take together will save us. Love, will guide us, if 

we let it.  

 

 


