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BEFORE THEIR TEARS HIT THE GROUND 

Sermon preached by the Rev. Dr. Barbara E. Davis 

Sunday, August 20, 2017 

Scripture:  Isaiah 43:8-21; Philippians 1:27-2:16 

 

 

It has been a difficult week for our country, and indeed around the world. Here in the 

States, in Charlottesville last weekend, violence erupted between white supremacy groups who 

gathered there to protest the possible removal of a statue of Robert E. Lee and the counter 

protesters who gathered to speak out against them. The situation escalated into a violent loss of 

life and injury as a car drove into the crowd. A young woman, Heather Heyer was killed and at 

least 19 others were injured. When we were first getting word of these events on Friday about the 

protests and then Saturday about the escalation to violence, it was difficult to find words to put 

around the disbelief and despair being felt. Will preached an important sermon about God's 

presence in the silence, a message that was much needed in the wake of what many of us were 

feeling.  

Responses and questions quickly emerged, as did an awareness that our work as a church 

and our work as a country around racism and reconciliation needs to be a deeper and more 

significant priority. Part of what many people are finding so disheartening has been the lack of 

political leadership to serve as a unifying voice. When our fears have been that our country is 

being torn apart and our question has repeatedly been “what in the world is happening?” It has 

been difficult to find a mooring point.  

We have been bombarded with a wealth of new vocabulary into everyday conversations 

this week. Even on the subway, what seems to be on people's hearts and lips are words 

like “supremacy, alt-right, white privilege, racism, structural racism, alt-left, complicit…”  

Statements against white supremacy, denouncing its place in our society, debunking its 

claim to be rooted in Christian values have been abundant this week. I continued to receive 

emails as the week unfolded from my alma mater, my daughter’s Quaker school, and numerous 

religious bodies and offices in various denominations. 

The leadership of the PC(USA), our co-moderators, stated clerk and Interim Director of 

our Mission Agency released a statement on Monday, as did the Stated Clerk himself directly to 

leaders, especially preachers. On Wednesday morning, at the national offices of the PC(USA) the 

leadership held a prayer service that they live-streamed on Facebook. I don't know if any of you 

got to watch it, but as Amy, Will and I sat on the couch in the concourse, the hopefulness they 

conveyed caused me to change the liturgy for this morning. The scriptures and the sermon hymn 

are ones they used at that service. I was deeply moved by these choices because they are located 

so powerfully in the question “what in the world is happening?” Yet Isaiah and Paul do not point 

to despair, frustration and anger, but to the hope that is the bedrock of our faith practice. That 

hope is rooted in our call as disciples to be followers in action.  

My colleague Sarah Cairatti, who leads a church in New Jersey and was a former 

seminary intern here, wrote to her congregation earlier this week and encouraged them to look 

and see where there are helpers in this situation. She lifted up the words of Fred Rogers who said 

that in times of crisis, “Look for the helpers.” She rightly reminded her congregation that “We 
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follow a God who is the first helper, and in Jesus Christ, we are commissioned to be helping 

witnesses to love, equality, justice and peace.”  

Mary Smith, a long-time member of our congregation, joined Will’s covenant group on 

White Privilege for the fall. In her conversation with Will to be part of this work, she shared her 

own commitment to it. If you don’t know Mary, you should seek her out and meet her. Her 

family of origin is Irish, her husband is African-American. She gave me permission to share her 

story of her conversation with her daughter after the events in Charlottesville this week.  

I enrolled Sheelagh in Sunday school and began attending FPC when she was 3; she was 

confirmed here and she and Adam were married by Barrie Shepherd, so she’s part of the 

family, so to speak. Years ago we were UVA parents; that’s where our daughter met her 

husband, and just a few weeks ago they took their daughter there for a college visit. 

When we spoke to Sheelagh on Sunday, she said that all she can think about is how she 

would feel as a parent if she were dropping her child off there next week. She said the 

alumni are working on a plan to write letters and where possible, be on campus when the 

school year begins. I feel emotional watching the news from Charlottesville but it must be 

so much more painful for people like Sheelagh and Adam who lived there for four years 

and made life-changing connections. Anything that can help to increase understanding 

and extend the conversation is good with me, and she would agree with me on that – I 

think that’s part of our job in working toward reconciliation. 

 

My friend Heidie Joo Burwell, who I chaired the diversity committee with at my 

daugthters’ school, grew up the daughter of a United Methodist pastor. We talk about politics 

pretty regularly, as we try to navigate the waters of parenthood. Her father in law lives in 

Charlottesville, as does a good friend of ours and his family who recently moved there from 

Brooklyn. I reached out to her last weekend, and the second sentence of her reply email put her 

finger right on the question we have all been asking – “What in the world is happening?!” She 

pointed me to a conversation she had seen on MSNBC over the weekend, where Arno Michaelis 

was one of the people discussing the white supremacy movement. Arno is a former leader of a 

white supremacy group. As he describes it, a number of factors led him as a teenager to “lash out 

at the world in increasingly drastic ways.” 

(https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2015/06/25/this-is-how-you-become-a-

white-supremacist/?utm_term=.be5439a8d8bf   

He discovered racist skinhead music through the punk scene and that coupled with 

developing paranoid ideology led him further and further into the supremacist movement. He 

became the founding member of the Northern Hammerskins, a group which he helped lead for 

over seven years.  

For Arno, parenthood and forgiveness from people who he had hated, helped him out of 

the white supremacist group he had helped found. He began working for an organization called 

“Serve 2 Unite” that is “rooted in the principles of service to others, and relentless optimism in 

the face of adversity.” (serve2unite.org) 

As part of serve2unite, he arrived in Charleston two years ago, just a few days after the 

shooting at Emmanuel AME Church, to find a celebration of “people from all ethnicities, from 

across the nation” who had “gathered to combine broken hearts into the spirit of oneness. The 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2015/06/25/this-is-how-you-become-a-white-supremacist/?utm_term=.be5439a8d8bf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2015/06/25/this-is-how-you-become-a-white-supremacist/?utm_term=.be5439a8d8bf
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experience was overwhelming in its beauty and defiance of hate. I broke down sobbing,” he 

recounts. And then he added, “Before my tears could hit the ground, black members of the 

Emmanuel AME congregation embraced me and held me.”  

There are helpers all around. What has been mooring to me this week has been the 

connectivity of conversations and the hope that is embodied in the stories we are sharing.  

There may not be a simple answer to the question, “What in the world is happening?!” 

The answer, no doubt, is complex but however we acknowledge the world’s brokenness right 

now and our country’s particular wounds out of racism, the next question is, inevitably, “What 

can we do?” 

              I have done a lot of thinking this week about this question. Will, Amy, Nicole and I 

have had a lot of conversations about Charlottesville and our racial reconciliation program. Elder 

Chris Flint, who wrote as a guest for Jon’s notebook a few weeks ago is heading that program in 

our congregation. The interest for this program grew out of conversations that a group of you 

were having last summer, wanting to do more in the dialogue about race in our country. This fall, 

the racial reconciliation program is hosting a workshop on white privilege on November 4, I 

hope you will all consider joining us for that workshop as part of your response to 

Charlottesville. Leading up to that workshop, Will is leading a covenant group on white privilege 

this fall on Tuesday nights, starting in September. Those opportunities are two practical ways to 

get involved in discussions that provide tools to re-imagine our journeys with race and to tackle 

the work of making real change.  

I have to confess that the problem of dismantling white supremacy feels overwhelming to 

me. It also feels easy to disagree with white supremacy. I don’t have to consider at all if I am 

willing to stand up and speak up against it. I have been pondering all week, how do we break 

down the broad problems related to racism, so we aren’t just reacting to Charlottesville and 

events like what happened there, but are being proactive about ways to dismantle racism. How 

can we make significant lasting change?  

Part of my summer reading has been a book called Miroaggressions in Ministry. This 

book examines the ways that these hidden aggressions around race, gender, sexual orientation 

and gender identity are present in the church and make suggestions for how to change them by 

making them visible and by working on different strategies of how we interact in community. If 

you are not familiar with microaggressions, these are “brief, everyday exchanges that send 

denigrating messages to certain individuals because of their group membership” (Sanders, Cody 

and Angela Yarber, 12). While micoraggressions are also about big, broad issues, addressing 

these small, often invisible, but incredibly damaging aggressions allows for the possibility of 

responding in practical ways that can have a big impact. 

One approach to disrupting microaggressions is allowing for what theologian and ethicist 

Emile Townes calls “counter-memory.” Counter-memory is a way of remembering the story of a 

people in an accurate way, or allowing people to tell their stories, of not forgetting important 

painful truths to help everyone feel better. The power of counter-memory can, as Dr. Townes 

describes it, “open up subversive spaces within dominant discourses that expand our sense of 

who we are and, possibly, create a more whole and just society in defiance of structural evil.” 

(Sanders and Yarber, 58). 
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Counter-memory helps everyone because it creates what Dr. Townes calls “texture” in 

our histories. Forgetting this texture allows for deniability. Texture is the very thing Paul is 

talking about in his letter to the fledgling church in Philippi. Think of others, watch out for what 

is good for them. Remembering these stories in accurate, often times even painful ways, creates 

responsibility which in turn can lead to a desire to create a present and a future with more 

diversity and more imagination. It requires engaging diverse voices, reading diverse scholarship 

and applying it in our practice, our preaching, in the very way we work, and engage our day to 

day lives. 

It has at times in these past days and months been hard to believe that God is about to do 

a new thing. But I have seen this newness this week in a different way. We are getting more 

connected than we have ever been. I have read statements from so many perspectives – 

Reformed, Jesuit, Quaker, Jewish, condemning the violence of racism. I have reached out to 

people all over the country to see what they are thinking, hearing, and listening to in their own 

congregations. It has made a difference. And the dialogue is not just among friends, it is among 

people who don’t always get to talk, it is among people who are not living in the same time 

zones, it is among people who do not live in the same generations, or even in the same centuries. 

Think about who you have heard from this week…just in this short sermon we have a 

community of people who were strangers, whose stories are now intertwined with ours, we are 

creating new textures with the stories of Heather, J. Herbert, Jan, T. Denise, Tony, Sarah, Mary, 

Will, Amy, Nicole, Chris, Arno, Heidie, Emile, Isaiah, Paul…and now each one of you… 

These stories remind us of what it means to hope while we are standing in adversity. 

These passages recognize that our hope is not only when things are going well, the hope of our 

tradition is how hope calls us even when – especially when discipleship is hard. Paul reminds the 

church in Philippi to work out their salvation. We work out our salvation by standing with those 

who are voiceless, supporting the weak, lifting up the lonely, listening, and embracing others 

before their tears hit the ground. These actions are the ones that remind us that we are witnesses 

to a love that is more abundant than we can imagine. These actions are the ones that remind us, 

like the words of Isaiah, that God is not a stranger here. In fact, God is the very “others” that 

Paul is encouraging us to listen to. God is in the texture of our stories, our stories of faith, our 

stories that we share with one another. We must take Paul’s charge seriously, we must think of 

others, watch out for what is good for them, and hold onto the word of life. It is how we are 

helpers, it is how we catch the tears of those beside us, before they can even hit the ground.  

 

 


