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Kenneth Chamberlain, age 68 

“Officers, why do you have your guns out?” 

Trayvon Martin, age 17 

“What are you following me for?” 

Amadou Diallo, age 24. 

“Mom, I’m going to college.” 

Oscar Grant, age 44. 

“You shot me. You shot me.” 

John Crawford, age 22. 

“It’s not real” 

Eric Garner, age 44. 

“I can’t breathe.” 

 

Seven lives - seven men each with hopes and dreams, a family and friends, potential and 

possibility.  These are their last words immortalized in the beautiful and haunting choral 

composition “Seven Last Words of the Unarmed” by Joel Thompson and sung for its premiere 

with the University of Michigan Men’s Glee Club. 

 

Seven lives. Each had done their best, as we all do, to make the most out of the life they 

were given even with all of its hurts and losses, disappointments and broken promises.  Each was 

a man of color.  And each was unarmed  when killed by police.   

 

We have heard this story too many times.  Too many black and brown lives have been 

taken.  One is too many - yet from three hundred years of slavery to today’s epidemic of police 

shootings - hundreds of thousands of black and brown people have been killed because of the 

color of their skin.  And because we have built a society in which those bodies are not valued but 

are too often seen as suspect. 

 

There was something, though, that shifted back on May 25th, 2020 when 46-year-old 

George Floyd was killed by a white police officer in Minneapolis.  Like Eric Garner, he, too, died 

saying “I can’t breathe.  I can’t breathe.”  The 8 minutes and 46 seconds that Officer Derek 

Chauvin pinned Floyd to the ground with his knee pressed into Floyd’s neck were captured on 

video and in photos shown over and over again in newscasts and social media.  We watched 

horrified - and, for a people who had been closed up in their homes waiting out the early days of a 

global pandemic, it was too much.  It was finally too much. 

 

In that moment, a curtain was lifted, a veil removed, a lid pulled off and the plague that is 

racism in our country was again revealed.  People took to the streets.  Americans across the 

country mobilized, marched, and cried out for justice. 

 

We are in the middle of a four-part sermon series entitled “Reimagining Church” in which 

we are exploring what God is calling our church to do in the wake of the last 18 months in our 
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country.  We’ve talked about how things have changed and why we needed an updated church 

statement.  We’ve talked about reaching out into our community to walk alongside our 

neighbors.  And, today, we will begin to address why we as a congregation must talk about racism 

and how we might do it. 

 

I titled this sermon “Building the Beloved Community” to draw on the legacy of Dr. 

Martin Luther King Jr. who spoke over and over again of how love - particularly the love of God 

working through people - can lead us from living in conflict, injustice, and hate to living in a 

beloved community.  The King Center in Atlanta, Georgia describes Dr. King’s vision this way: 

“Dr. King’s Beloved Community is a global vision, in which all people can share in the 

wealth of the earth. In the Beloved Community, poverty, hunger and homelessness will not be 

tolerated because international standards of human decency will not allow it. Racism and all 

forms of discrimination, bigotry and prejudice will be replaced by an all-inclusive spirit of 

sisterhood and brotherhood. Love and trust will triumph over fear and hatred. Peace with justice 

will prevail over war and military conflict.” 

 

For King, the beloved community looks very much like what Jesus taught us about the 

Kingdom of God.  And, as I’ve been saying throughout this sermon series, God’s purpose for the 

church is to work toward building God’s kingdom. One of the greatest obstacles before us is the 

legacy of racism so deeply ingrained in our society, our systems and our lives.   

 

That is why, in the wake of George Floyd’s death and again after his killer, Derek 

Chauvin, was convicted, the Council of Bishops of the United Methodist Church called on United 

Methodists around the world to take up the work of dismantling systemic racism as a continuing 

commitment to our baptismal vows. And why, at the annual conference of Michigan United 

Methodists held in June, our bishop, Bishop David Bard, issued the invitation to all Michigan 

United Methodist churches to do the work of anti-racism.  He created an anti-bias/anti-racism 

working group, which our deacon, Shonagh Taruza, serves on, to help Michigan United 

Methodists with resources and support as we do this work and to support pastors in leading it. 

 

This work is the work of people who follow Jesus Christ.  Throughout the three years of 

his ministry, Jesus challenged the systems of his society that kept people powerless.  He crossed 

social boundaries to lift people up out of their brokenness.  He celebrated people on the margins - 

women, Samaritans, lepers, and prostitutes.  He showed over and over again what Paul so 

eloquently says in Galatians 3. “There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is 

there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” 

 

So, what does that mean for our congregation as we consider God’s calling on us right 

here, right now?  It means doing the work of learning about, understanding, and opposing racism - 

work we start with ourselves and our church. 

 

In some ways, we have already been on this journey for a while.  Our Vital Conversations 

group started in 2015 to create a safe space to talk about race and racism in society and in the 

church.  They have just started a new book study, “My Grandmother’s Hands” by Resmaa 

Menakem.  Vital Conversations has two options for meeting times - one is Sunday morning at 

9:00 and the other is Thursday evening at 6:45 on zoom.  You are welcome to join either. 
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We’ve also been celebrating Juneteenth and have already had one sermon series in which 

Deacon Shonagh, Pastor Nick, and I each took a week to address racism from our own social 

locations. Those sermons are available on our website. And, of course, we have just updated our 

church statement to state explicitly that FUMC affirms all persons including people of all races 

and ethnicities.  If you weren’t aware, we started a racial justice team that grew out of our Justice 

League, and I am sure they would welcome new members.  

 

So, what might some next steps be? We all have different experiences and feelings that 

come up about this. We all are in different places on this journey, so one step is to just continue 

talking about it.  The word racism itself is so fraught with emotion for everyone that it can be 

difficult to even begin the conversation.  Throughout this year, we will make space here at church 

for those conversations to happen so we can be together in community as we work to understand 

ourselves and the experiences of people of color. 

 

 Another step for us as individuals and as a congregation is to keep studying and 

learning.  There are so many excellent books and podcasts out there.  As I said, we already have a 

book study of “My Grandmother’s Hands”. I would love to see other study groups form or small 

groups take on a book study.  Some recommended books include, Ibrahm Kendi’s “How to be an 

Anti-racist” and “Stamped from the Beginning”, Isabel Wilkerson’s “Caste”, and Robin 

DiAngelo’s “White Fragility”. Dr. Damani Partridge, a member of our own congregation, will 

have a new book coming out in the spring entitled “Blackness As A Universal Claim” that I am 

excited to check out.  In addition, we are considering an all church read later in the program year 

to provide small groups where people can read and talk together. 

 

 A second thing we can do is to consider our own implicit biases.  We all have them.  They 

are inevitable when there are differences between people.  Learning to recognize them within 

ourselves is the first step in becoming more open and empathetic.  Even if you have done implicit 

bias training before, it is worth doing regularly as the patterns and systems of racism are so deeply 

ingrained, we need to be reminded and look at our own behaviors and assumptions over and over 

again. This is lifetime work. 

 

 Another thing we can do is to look honestly at our church.  We can ask people of color 

who attend and those who have left what their experiences here have been.  We can explore how 

we can create a community here that a person of color can feel is comfortable for them, where 

they can worship and be themselves.  And we can begin to watch for and call out 

microaggressions - the small actions we and others take that communicate that a person of color is 

lesser. 

 

 This is not easy work to do, but it is kingdom work essential to growing the kingdom of 

God, a beloved community.  And so I will finish with this poem by Micky ScottBey Jones 

entitled, “Invitation to a Brave Space”. 

 

Together we will create brave space. 

Because there is no such thing as a “space” – 

We exist in the real world. 

We all carry scars and we have all caused wounds. 

In this space 

We seek to turn down the volume of the outside world, 
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We amplify voices that fight to be heard elsewhere, 

We call each other to more truth and love. 

We have the right to start somewhere and continue to grow. We have the responsibility to 

examine what we think we know. We will not be perfect. 

This space will not be perfect. 

It will not always be what we wish it to be. 

But 

It will be our brave space together, 

and 

We will work on it side by side. 

 

May it be so.  Amen. 

 


