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MEDITATION 5

Let's Talk About (.Rage

We say no too often when asked about rage. It is not a good idea
to refuse to engage with rage. After I moved to the Southeast as a
young adult, rage visited me often and with great force. Among the
many ways I accepted rage’s invitation was one instance where I got
a sack full of old red bricks and drove out to Fort Valley, Georgia,
which has a lot of isolated farmland. I went to the most remote
spot that I could find, got out my sack of bricks and a sturdy ham-
mer, and began to beat on those bricks until I turned them into
a pile of small rocks. It was a liberating experience because the
truth will set you free, and rage was and is a part of my truth. It was
good to find a way to acknowledge that rage that did not hurt me
or anyone else.

What is rage, anyway? Rage can be characterized as a space
where one is “constantly feeling impatient, irritated, and hostile.”
It’s also been characterized as an intense feeling of passion.? Just
as is true for all other emotions, rage is an energy that is fueled
by many variables. All our experiences, both negative and posi-
tive, along with cultural conditioning and cultural narratives, play
a part in shaping the inner community. Some of those experiences
bring injury, grief, and other psychic impacts that lead to a deep
sense of rage.

Clearly that rage intends to be acknowledged, and if it is not,
it becomes destructive—it becomes a tool for the energy of negativ-

ity. It leads those who stay locked in it to fall into deep despair and
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to seek less-than-positive ways to navigate their way forward. But
when rage is channeled into a place where it can become a part of
the change-making energy, the outcome is much different.

When rage is acknowledged and managed, either in the indi-
vidual or in the collective community, it cannot function as a de-
stabilizing, destructive force. But when people do not know what
do with rage, it is dangerous indeed. Unfortunately, rage has be-
come confused with passion in people of color, to the extent that
African Americans often make great efforts to not demonstrate
rage or even anger.

During the turbulent 1960s, there was much concern about
“black rage,” and two psychiatrists, William Grier and Price Cobbs,
even published a widely read book on the subject.* It was amazing
to consider that African Americans might be enraged about hav-
ing experienced enslavement and the subsequent marginalization,
violence, and daily acts of oppression designed to keep them in
their place of enslavement. In the white mind, all the structures
that were designed to keep black people and other people of color
in the places of subservience designated for them certainly should
not have led to anger because that was just the way life was ordered.
The world was constructed based on the power dynamics that fa-
vored white people, and it worked best when everyone adhered to
that structure. There were many who even thought the Creator had
something to do with this system.

White progressives were especially hurt by the expression of
rage from African Americans because they were then and continue
to be unconscious about the actual dynamics found in the Afri-
can American struggle for liberation. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

voiced concern about the impact of white liberal unconsciousness
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on the civil rights movement in his powerful Letter from Birmingham
Jail.5 As he argues in that amazing analysis, the white liberal could
naively argue that the liberation process should go slower to ac-
commodate white people’s inability to engage in the change that
was needed, but this was not helpful. He felt that such an attitude
was harder, in general, to navigate than the attitude of an overtly
racist, uncooperative white person.

One of the major problems with the gradualist notions of pro-
gressives (especially those who are often characterized as liberals)
lies in the sense of betrayal that this generates in the oppressed. It
is quite disconcerting to believe that someone is standing in soli-
darity with you in a cause, only to learn later that their position was
not what it seemed. In addition, they have the audacity to explain
why and how you should accept their position as you continue to
live in the throes of oppressive, white supremacist structures. Why
should the oppressed have to wait another minute for the oppres-
sor to decide when to set the captive free? The rage that ensued
around this and other aspects of white behavior, compounded by
feelings of betrayal and deep disappointment, helped to fuel the
fires of the 1960s, both figuratively and literally.

The young folks who dared to take to the streets and who be-
gan rocking the boat hard enough to toss out a lot of those who
contributed to maintaining the status quo were seen as dangerous,
and much energy and thought went into developing plans to stem
that tide. The historical record reminds us of the savagery that
was practiced against groups such as the Black Panthers and Black
Muslims and their leaders, such as Fred Hampton, who was shot

repeatedly while asleep in his house. No matter how devastating
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the actions taken against these groups were, those actions were felt
to be justified because the groups’ rage had to be managed.

But that was then and this is now. At this moment, white rage
has burst upon the scene as it did not during the 1960s. Of course,
back then young whites were angry about the Vietnam War and
other things, and not so much around race. In the twenty-first
century, we are navigating a new wave of rage in whites that began
before the election of Barack Obama but intensified during his
presidency, and of course became even more fueled by the rheto-
ric and behavior of the folks in the era following Obama. Many
whites seem to have felt a major sense of outrage because some-
one who was black was living in the White House and running the
country.

Some of elected officials declared on the day of Obama’s elec-
tion their intention not to support anything that he would attempt
to do. The mean spirit that began to walk the streets like a stalker
continues to thrive today. All of us are being offered an opportu-
nity to pay attention to it and to see what it has to do with us.

This type of energy is begging for a container. It is not help-
ful for it to be loose in the land, whether in white people or in
people of color. It becomes helpful whenever it is harnessed and
is focused upon an issue of some sort, when hopefully it will lead
the enraged to a place of action instead of immobilization. Un-
fortunately, too often people respond to this rage by becoming
immobilized or by falling into patterns of addictive behavior and
deep despair.

‘We know that rage left unchecked will eventually explode, pro-
ducing dangerous negative splinters. One type of splinter is our

massive drug abuse culture. Another is the mental health crisis;
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we have a serious problem when children not yet sixteen years old
kill themselves because they have concluded that this world is too
difficult to navigate. A third type was exemplified by the January
6, 2021, riot, when a group of people defamed the US Capitol to
make a point about their rage at feeling left out by the powers that
be. The very sad truth is that the people who stormed the Capitol
are correct about being left out. They are often not considered
when political deals are being brokered. In many ways they are put
into a position similar to what African Americans and other peo-
ple of color experience: they are deemed expendable. They be-
came pawns in the power system that they thought they owned. No
wonder they are enraged.

This short overview has looked at some of the ways in which
our society makes it easier to live in a state of rage. This makes it
harder to find places where passionate encounters—as opposed to
rage-filled ones—can occur. The air seems to be filled with ten-
sion, and that makes it easier for seemingly less serious interac-
tions to escalate into fatal violence. While it is not possible in a
short meditation such as this to do an in-depth analysis of all the
psychosocial causes of rage and the ways that it can be allowed to
become negative, it is clear the intersection of inner rage and
outer expressions of rage contributes to creating the culture of
violence that has a long historical record in our country. Two of
the most recent examples of what can happen when a person’s in-
ner rage collides with the rage permeating the culture are road
rage and mass shootings.

However, when we begin to address our inner sense of insta-
bility and irritation, and distinguish that from day—to—day life in

the outer world, it is possible to find ways to turn that energy into
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a creative force. The work of discovery necessitates being willing
to ask a few hard questions: What is the source of the irritation?
Is it grounded in an attitude toward others, or in our attitude to-
ward ourself? Does it seem to have a beginning point, or is that an
unknown? Is it attached to an event, incident, or personal experi-
ence? Is it related to a trauma of some type? Is how it manifests
itself harmful in some way? Does that manifestation cause pain to
you? Is it useful? Can you imagine life without it?

It may be necessary to seek a counselor or spiritual director to
help you navigate this part of the inner journey. This will depend
upon the depth of the rage that you are experiencing and how you
have engaged it in the past. But it will be very advantageous to the
individual and the collective community to do this work and to
seek ways to channel the rage into passionate engagement with all
parts of your inner self rather than simply allowing it to run wild

in the streets of your inner community.

The rage of people who have been deeply wounded by racialized
trauma is quite justified and understandable. But that rage still
has to be managed, and assistance in navigating it is crucial as
well. Unmanaged rage is not helpful for anyone and can do more
harm than good for the person who harbors it. All who are rage-
filled need to explore how it serves them and how and when it is a

disservice.
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MEDITATION 27

More than an ﬂlly

Ponder this: If you were dying, who would you prefer to be accom-
panying you on the journey—an ally or a fellow pilgrim?

A fellow pilgrim is one who holds you in their heart and shares
your pain and joy to the very best of their ability, no matter what
it requires. This person is willing to walk in your shoes in order to
understand how you see the world. The fellow pilgrim’s commit-
ment is to hold the difficult, regardless of what it costs to do so.
There is no thought of abandoning the relationship, because it is
clearly a connection at the soul level, and it will not be broken by
external circumstances that might cause inconvenience.

The ally is quite a bit different. Allies have decided to unite
with those in some type of struggle, and they have a variety of rea-
sons for doing so. They will be present to the particular portion
of the struggle that called them into it, but there may not be a
soul-deep commitment that is grounded in true empathy. That
empathy and commitment are essential to help create a space for
sustainable racial healing.

While it is difficult to know or judge the exact process a per-
son follows to arrive at a particular place in their life, clearly the
process of deciding to be an ally is vastly different from that of
deciding to be a fellow pilgrim. In my experience, it has seemed
that becoming an ally is more grounded in the energy of transac-
tion than transformation. But pilgrims take that next step. White

people who have come to realize that racism has injured not only
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black and brown people but themselves as well are becoming aware
of their personal need for healing. In these cases, the active pur-
suit of a deep consciousness can spark an awareness that the work is
not simply about standing with a person of color in a protest or an
effort to achieve a particular justice-making goal, but also about
getting well themselves.

The profound understanding of shared sickness when it
comes to racism is the first step in the process of becoming a fel-
low pilgrim. We all are injured by racism. The great pilgrim How-
ard Thurman declared that “when we are giving to others, it is
important to understand that we are working to get ourselves out
of prison.”?° But it is difficult to come to that understanding if we
have not yet realized that we are no better off than those to whom
we offer our assistance. Even though we may have a few more eco-
nomic resources, we share being impoverished in all of the other
ways that human beings can be impoverished. As we embrace that
reality, we can begin the journey toward liberation and healing,
because giving generously requires being willing to move out of
our comfort zone and try to respond to the real needs of the ones
receiving our gifts.

When it comes to racism, too many whites find it difficult
to see how racism has injured them. Their involvement in racial
healing work is purely outer-directed, focused on people of color,
who are deemed to be the only victims of this horrid system. If you
accept that every person on the planet is injured by racism, you can
see that it causes separation from other humans in a way that makes
it quite difficult to see the face of God in one another, and that re-

sults in psychic and spiritual injury. No one is immune. Opening
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our hearts and heads to this awareness, though painful, allows us
entry into the arena of community as fellow pilgrims.

Being a pilgrim requires being willing to let go of privilege
and many of the benefits of being white in the world. It means be-
ing more interested in being well than in being white. It requires
white people to be willing to be uncomfortable as they observe the
ways in which people of color and especially African Americans
are treated. Being connected to people of color in that way creates
pain for white people. There are times when sacrifices of white
privilege will be called for in order to stand in solidarity as fellow
pilgrims instead of being able to simply choose otherwise. There
are times when the sense of security that accompanies white privi-
lege may be diminished because a white person is deemed “less
than” for standing with those who have long been characterized
that way.

In order for white people to become fellow pilgrims, people
of color have to be willing to allow them to enter into that space
with them. This does not always happen, nor is it ever easy. It is
difficult for many people of color to imagine themselves being
truly connected to a white person because of the shared history
that we collectively inhabit and the ways in which that history con-
tinues to shape the present. And there’s not a lot of evidence that
the vulnerability involved in taking off one’s shoes to allow a white
person to step into them is worth the risks involved.

When I went to Pepperdine University in 1968 as a young
black woman who was not convinced that she would survive college
or living in Los Angeles, I met the four white people I spoke about
earlier who taught me the difference between a fellow pilgrim and

an ally. These folks were student life personnel at the university,
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and they were prepared to go many extra miles with me and other
students of color. This was during the era of student protest and
efforts to hold institutions accountable for their behavior. It was
refreshing to find honest people who did not seem to think that
I needed to be anybody except who I was. They were accepting of
me, and they extended many acts of kindness toward me. I had
never met or known any white people like them. They were cou-
rageous, willing to risk loss for my sake and the sake of the other
African American students on campus.

I had no background with whites that could have helped me
to understand these folks. They were white, but they were consis-
tently the same every time I had any type of interactions with them.
They made it clear in multiple ways that my well-being mattered
to them, but this was not a case of selecting me as the “designated
negro” to receive their graciousness; they were caring toward ev-
eryone, and they were willing to stand up for any and all of us
who were trying to claim our rights as humans living in brown and
black bodies. They demonstrated love as described in I Corinthi-
ans 13, but I did not realize that at the time. Back then, I was not
able to think about race in relation to myself in the ways that I have
come to understand that part of my journey now; on most days,
I was simply trying to keep up with my classes, work, and family.

Reflection about the group I had encountered would come
later, after their way of being proved consistent as the years passed,
affirming them as people who were not simply stepping in and out
of racial justice arenas when it was convenient; they stayed faithful,
standing against racism wherever they found it. They remained
supporters and mentors for more than fifty years, and they never

wavered from being totally committed to wanting my life to be the
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best that it could be. They were fellow pilgrims; these were folks

that I want in the room with me on my day of dying.

Do you have fellow pilgrims on the journey with you? Are you as-

piring to be a pilgrim or an ally?
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MEDITATION 31

“Che System Killed my Little “Brother

My little brother died when he was twelve years old, and he took my
father with him. Though my father passed many years later, it was
merely a belated announcement of a much earlier death.

As people often did in rural areas, my family responded to
my brother’s physical complaints with home treatments until it
became clear that he needed more than they were able to do. When
he was taken to the local hospital, they refused to treat him because
poor black people were not welcome there. The only alterna-
tive was the “charity hospital” for poor folks and people of color,
which was located in Shreveport, Louisiana, about seventy miles
from our family home. It took a few hours to arrange transporta-
tion and to travel there, and by the time he arrived he had gone
into crisis. A ruptured appendix cost him his life.

My father never recovered from his inability to save my broth-
er’s life. He was brokenhearted for the remainder of his life, and
he passed it to any of us who would join him. As a child I joined
him in that brokenheartedness simply because he was my father
and I adored him and wanted to be as close to him as possible.
Today, I continue to live in that space in many ways because it in-
forms my understanding of how the work of racial healing can be
most effective.

If one does not stand in solidarity with those who suffer, be-
coming not just an observer but also a brokenhearted fellow pil-

grim, it is so easy to step into the illusion of being the one who can
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fix someone or something, reinforcing the energy of superiority.
This is a travesty, because that energy is part of what causes the suf-
fering in the first place. Be the brokenhearted and you will see that
the fixes are more complex.

Another opportunity to be brokenhearted came into my life
when I was nearing the end of my college days. As a student at
Pepperdine University in Los Angeles, I was provided a chance to
stand up for justice in a way that I had never had before an inci-
dent on our campus that left a young black boy from the neigh-
borhood dead.

The young man, Larry Kimmons, was killed by the campus se-
curity guard, a white man in his late seventies or early eighties who
should not have been left with the task of providing security ser-
vices for the campus in the rapidly changing environment of the
late 1960s, given the many challenges to the status quo that were
occurring. Larry Kimmons came from a wonderful single-parent
household, and his mother had visited with the security guard to
make sure that it was appropriate for him to be on the campus
to play basketball, as the neighborhood youngsters enjoyed doing.
But on the Wednesday evening when he was shot to death at point-
blank range by the guard, a new narrative was launched about him.

That evening the youngsters came to play basketball and were
told that the gym was closed because it was Wednesday night and
the campus was shut down for Bible study. They inquired about
waiting for the gym to reopen after Bible study; though this had
not been a problem before, somehow on this day it became a huge
issue, and the security guard decided to run them off the campus.
Larry was reported to have tried to reason with him and to remind

him that his mother had come to speak to him about the teenagers
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being there. But the guard appeared to have forgotten about those
conversations, or even that he knew the youngsters at all: he got
his shotgun, aimed it at Larry, and shot him at close range. Larry
died soon afterward.

Though this happened more than fifty years ago, the memory
still lies in me at a cellular level. In fact, I have come to realize
that much of my work is propelled by the desire to help make a
world that does not need to feed off the blood of black children
by refusing them medical care or shooting them down like snakes
in the grass.

The events that followed this murder were devastating to all,
and especially to black students. The administration did not want
to send anyone to visit his mother nor did they want to assist in
paying for his funeral. We were already enraged, frightened, and
brokenhearted, and the break in our hearts grew larger as over
the next days and weeks we witnessed people who professed to be
followers of Jesus act as if the young life that had been lost meant
nothing. Some went a step further and tried to characterize him
as a good-for-nothing, a menace, or a vagrant—as if any of those
would be a reason to kill him. It soon became clear to me that we
were not talking about the same Jesus.

The long struggle to force the university to act in a more hu-
mane, honorable manner toward his family continues to be a part
of many ongoing conversations today as some of us who are alumni
work with the university to create an ongoing memorial to him.
My cells will hold this memory, as they will the memory of Mrs.
Clydie Kimmons’s long, gut-wrenching scream at her young son’s
funeral. I pray never to forget that sound, because it helps me to

remember that my work as an empowered, liberated person is to
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make sure that no one rests from the work of racial healing until
all of the structures that support the notion that black life is ex-
pendable have been

dismantled. It is a good reminder not to get lost in accommo-
dating racism on any front and to spend each day trying to be open
to the gift of courage enough to stay in solidarity with those who
suffer on the margins. One potential trap we can fall into is that
of becoming the “exceptional negro” or the “designated negro” or
the only friend of color that a white person has managed to make.
Allowing external forces such as this to shape our attitudes toward
our siblings, whom racists deem worthy of continued oppression,
makes it difficult to find true liberation. These forces themselves
must be part of what we dismantle.

Being brokenhearted leads to clarity about our unwilling-
ness to abide racist behavior. It is very disheartening to hear white
people who are not trying to move beyond being allies try to ex-
plain acts of racist terror and other daily denigrations of people of
color with oversimplifications instead of properly naming them.
The energy generated from a broken heart will not engage with
oversimplified ways of looking at the reality of what is happening
in the lives of the oppressed as they strain under the weight of op-
pression and all the ways that it kills the body and injures the soul.
It will not tolerate superficial answers to the real questions that
must be answered by folks seeking to be liberated. Brokenhearted-
ness is a prerequisite for truly becoming a fellow pilgrim and not
simply an ally who can come and go from the resistance whenever
it is convenient.

In many ways, brokenheartedness becomes a tool to assess

the type of energy that whites are bringing to the racial healing
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conversation. There has to be a fair amount of pain associated
with being a white person who is trying to be conscious but has
to face the truth of how the American experiment has become a
place where so much of people’s identity is grounded in indefen-
sible notions about the connection between skin color and human
value. There is but one remedy for this, and it lies in learning to
differentiate between yourself as an individual and the collective.
While this is a big challenge, it can be done—and until it is done,
immobilizing energies will run wild in the streets of your inner
community. One of the most profound lessons that any of us can
learn is to separate ourselves from the collective even as we work to
see how we are related to it.

Part of the difficulty with working in white spaces is how hard
it can be to step back from such spaces and look at the situation
with a wider lens. The tiny lens of self-absorption that imagines
everything, including racial issues, from the perspective of “What
does it have to do with me and my well-being?” is useless for any-
one who is trying to be well. The white person who is trying to
move along the path of overcoming personal racism will have to
embrace the challenge of discerning what belongs in the category
of personal concerns and what should be placed in the collective.
Progressive whites have a fair amount of difficulty with this dy-
namic. The deep desire to be better than the rest when it comes to
racism makes it difficult to name what needs to be named and to
seek healing. The longer denial is engaged, the more comfortable
it becomes to rest there, and the more difficult it is to move to new

levels of awareness.
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Clearly it is not any fun to experience a broken heart, but it is em-
powering to stay open to the process of engaging in suffering with
others. If there is going to be any genuine, sustainable change to-
ward racial healing, we must dismantle the constructs that restrict
all who live in this land. When we allow our hearts to break for one
another, a new dynamic of vulnerability can emerge that makes it
possible to see in a new way. There are many points along the way
when one can catch a glimpse of the new light of the morning,
finally managing to outlive the darkness of the night. That light
will be sustained by the continued willingness to walk in the shoes

of another, especially those that are considered “other” among us.
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