Covid Musing – June 15, 2020 – Let’s not Fool Ourselves
NSMC – Dan Graber
Each one of us have biases or a distaste or distrust against other people.  Could be hair, or dress, or cleanliness, or profession, or skin color, or whatever.  We have learned these because we’ve been taught them, caught them, been hurt, it’s the influence of peers, or in any number of other ways.

Growing up in Taiwan as a missionary kid, at one point I was reprimanded harshly by my father for calling Chinese people, “chinks.”  It just slipped out as we were unloading the Volkswagen Kombi when we returned home.  I wasn’t even conscious that I was thinking this, much less using that term.  My dad immediately set me straight in no uncertain terms.  

What was even more a surprise, was the response of the English missionary teen, who was living with us at the time.  His reaction was just as direct and sharp as my father’s.  I learned very quickly and clearly that “chink” was not an acceptable term to use, or even think.  Not just from their words, but from their body language and facial expressions.  They both were shocked, stunned and outraged for my language and the attitude that was behind the word.  Not good language or thoughts by anyone.

It was important to be clearly unequivocally corrected about racism.  The teen who attended the same missionary school as I did had also hear this terminology at school.  Both of us spoke some Mandarin and Chinese.  We enjoyed the food.  And we personally knew and interacted with local people.  So it was good, for a temporary “big brother” to express he had as much distaste for my language as my dad did.  Silence is assent.  Silence is compliance.  Silence is consent.  Silence is….you name it.

On reflection, and I would have been around 12 years of age, I realized I had been picking up this term at a school for missionaries kids that also had about as many missionary children as US military children.  And both sets of students were using the term.  It was a way to be “in” with other students.  So somehow, even Christian missionary children were engaging in a form of racism, of degrading Chinese people, without being fully aware of what we were doing.  At least I was and I hope others were.  

This was a good wake up call.  Imagine – the irony of missionary children denigrating the very people their parents were evangelizing!  I’m thankful that this was the last time I used this derogatory term.  

A few years later, when I was in my teens, I overhear several missionary parents talking.  One was sharing how one of her grade school children – disliked anything Taiwanese or Chinese.  She was sharing this in amazement.  The child liked most of the Chinese food that he had eaten.  And all Taiwanese / Chinese people.  But when asked about specific people, the response was, “Oh, he / she isn’t Chinese.”  The parents were shocked and amused at the badly thought out logic of the child.  And it was clear from their conversation that they knew they all had their work cut out in raising their children!
A few years later when I was in Goshen College, I encountered a totally new world.  One aspect was racism.  Not a new experience but in America – the land of the free?  My dorm floor leader was African American and I got to know him and his friends who dropped in.  We had various short conversations and a few were about race.  I was surprised when I learned that they were afraid to walk down town as individuals and even as groups.  And definitely not at night.  They even asked at times if a whitey would be willing to walk with them a mile or so to a pharmacy to pick up various personal items.

Later I learned that that part of Indiana was a major center for the KKK – Klu Klux Klan.  And even later when I started dating Rose, I learned that a big cross had been burned on the AMBS Seminary lawn once.

During one summer in university part of my summer job was to drive the mostly black teens into another state each week, so they could go to a swimming pool that was open to them.    We could not use the nearby public or private pools.  Fortunately the border was close.  This was another eye opener.  And sad.

Of course growing up, I remember the shock of two African-American athletes Tommie Smith and John Carlos raising a black-gloved fist during the playing of the US national anthem, when they were on the podium when they won the gold and bronze medals respectively in the 200-meter race.  The white Australian silver medalist Peter Norman also wore a human-rights badge on his jacket, and he too received much criticism and fall out from doing so.  He didn’t raise his fist.  Brent Musburger, a writer for the Chicago American before rising to prominence at CBS Sports and ESPN, described Smith and Carlos as "a couple of black-skinned storm troopers" who were "ignoble," "juvenile," & "unimaginative." I thought it was good they protested.  This raises the question of how are people to protest? 
And of course there were the the Black Panthers as well as a variety of race riots over the years.   And I remember the shock as my parents told me Martin Luther King, Jr had been shot – as we visited during a school track meet I was participating in.  We three, just stood there in silence looking at the ground.  I still have that picture in my head of us, the feelings we had, as well as the actual location on school grounds. 

More recently I’m convinced, although I’m not a medical professional that at least two people of color, brown, who I know, didn’t receive timely medical treatment here in Canada.  This is in contrast to what I’ve heard how white Canadian University professors have been treated.  One person diagnosed with stage 4 cancer was totally ignored for a month until she insisted that the clerk or nurse of the cancer specialist go and search the doctor’s desk for her file – so she could get treatment.  Mismanagement, perhaps.  Negligence, yes.  But it makes me wonder how often this happens to rich well connected whites.  The other person received good timely treatment to help his bones mend after being hit by a car, but it took way to long to get physical therapy.  So now he doesn’t have a full range of motion in one arm.  Maybe he didn’t like the pain of exercise.  But why did so much time pass?  Racism or medical incompetence?

I would just urge you to take a journey through your life.  See when and how you noticed racism.  Maybe you have been a recipient or a participant.  Maybe it was in a joke or comment or attitude.

These next two stories are nothing close to what a recipient of racism experiences but I hope it reflects even dimly on what people of color and aboriginal people experience daily and regularly.  It also I think demonstrates how we are so quick to categorize, label, people.
One day I was intentionally introduced to a long time church member.  He did not attend the church because in his old age he lived to far away but he wanted to meet me.  After a long interrogation about who I was, who my parents were, and where I came from, and so on, none of which satisfied him, he had the following comment.  “Well, because of who you are married to, I guess you must be all right.”

I didn’t fit his preconceived notions of being a Mennonite.  I was of General Conference background.  Not Mennonite Church.  He had no way to connect me to any people he knew except my wife’s father – who was GC.  He didn’t have a clue who my parents were or what they did in Taiwan.  I’d been around long enough, and experienced enough of this sort of thing to understand what was going on.  But it still irks me to this day.  I simply had the wrong heritage, name and connections.  I might have been Mennonite, but the wrong kind of Mennonite.  Thank God my father in law had a great reputation!

In the same way I remember a new pastor to the conference, sharing in a pastors meeting about who he was and so on.  The usual get to know each other.  But what was unusual, but sad usual, was this story.  His last name is Miller.  He shared how at a national Mennonite convention, a number of couples met him and started asking who he was.  The upshot of the encounter was as hard as they tried, they could not link him to any one with the name Miller.  Then when he told them he had been a Lutheran pastor, the six of them, simply turned their backs on him and walked away.  He clearly got the message – he didn’t fit.

I hope we do this less often than we used to naturally do.  Or are at least less judgemental and rude.
Obviously there is a lot more to share about racism or at a minimum labeling and judging.  It combines with a whole variety of perspectives.  Some are really good.  More to come in coming weeks.  And if you want to share any articles or your own experiences – that would be great.

Many people are asking us to listen – so let’s listen to a variety of people – especially African Americans and Canadian Indigenous People.  Let’s not react but learn.  Let’s try to consider things from others perspectives.

And I hope we resonate with the irony and sadness of all the reactions to the football player Collin Kapernick kneeling during the national anthem at NFL football games versus a police officer whose job is to serve and protect, kneeling on George Floyd’s neck, who was saying, “I can’t breathe,”unto death.  Let’s not waste this racism crises and awareness.
Please read and reflect and discuss this statement from Dr. Robin DiAngelo:
“If white people responded with as much outrage to racial injustice as we do to the response to that injustice, we would not see looting. 
But when people have exhausted all mechanisms for change with no significant impact, they will resort to desperate measures. 

Within those measures, those who loot are a very small percentage that the news focuses on because high drama brings in the viewers. 

We must ask ourselves why we don't have an emotional response to the taking of black life, but we do have an emotional response to the taking of white property. 

What happened to us that this is where our focus goes? 

If you do not understand systemic racism you will not understand what you are seeing, you won't be able to think critically about it or act against it, and you will inevitably play your part in upholding it. 

White people, we must educate ourselves. 

Racism is arguably the most complex social dynamic of the last several hundred years. 

You do not know all you need to know. Your learning is not finished. 

You have not been exempt from the forces of race, no matter who you know, where you've traveled, how many languages you speak, what other forms of oppression you experience or how nice you are. 

The information is everywhere but we must break with our apathy and certitude that we are not part of the problem and seek it out."
