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SOME REFLECTIONS ON MARCHES AND MONUMENTS

	In chapter 2 in the Gospel of Mark, Jesus says:
	 “No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment. Otherwise, the new piece will pull away from the old, making the tear worse.  And no one pours new wine into old wineskins. Otherwise, the wine will burst the skins, and both the wine and the wineskins will be ruined. No, they pour new wine into new wineskins.” (Mark 2: 21,22)
	So far 2020 has been a heck of a decade, right? At least it seems like it’s been a decade! In the span of six months we’ve seen more change happening in the world than we see in ten years. Everything from a presidential impeachment hearing (if you want to call it that), an economic downturn and massive unemployment unlike anything seen since the Great Depression caused by a global pandemic that is still raging, and let’s not forget about those murder hornets that are coming in from parts of Asia! 
	But the most significant, world-altering events have been happening over the course of the past month since the world witnessed the murder of a black man named George Floyd at the hands of a white police officer in Minneapolis and the groundswell of anger and protests that followed not only in Minneapolis and the United States, but around the world. Some of those protests turned to riot and destruction of property, much of it done by white provocateurs seeking to make a terrible situation even more terrible in order to advance their own agendas. The murder of a black citizen at the hands of a white police officer was nothing new. We had heard about and even seen it before. And we had seen protests and riot before. Television news reporting in recent years has not shied away from showing us those scenes. Always with the warning that says something like “We want to warn you that what you are about to see is disturbing.”
And they are disturbing. They are angering. And we ask ourselves why is this happening? What can be done? And we may call our Congressperson or Senator and demand action. We sign petitions online. We may even go to rallies and meetings with other people to demand action be taken. And all of those are good things. 
So why has the murder of one more black man, George Floyd, at the hands of a white cop, Derek Chauvin, (not to mention the other three cops who helped restrain Mr. Floyd and are charged with aiding and abetting) sparked such worldwide reaction?
I think it’s really quite simple and obvious. As the sportscaster Warner Wolf is famous for saying, “Let’s go to the videotape.”
We’ve all seen it, right? It’s more than difficult to watch. For 8 minutes and 46 seconds, a white police officer kneels with his entire weight on the neck, specifically on the carotid artery, of a handcuffed black man who is lying on the ground as two other officers kneel on his back and legs and another officer tries to prevent bystanders from seeing what’s happening or recording it on their cell phones. And even after bystanders shouted that Mr. Floyd couldn’t breathe, told the officer to stop and take his knee away, even after Mr. Floyd lost consciousness and had no pulse, even after the paramedics arrived, Derek Chauvin kept his knee on Mr. Floyd’s neck for a full minute and a half. 8 minutes and 46 seconds.
But while that is horrific enough, what strikes me when I see that videotape is the utter callousness, the depraved inhumanity shown by the actions and on the face of Mr. Chauvin. He exhibits no concern. He shows no interest in Mr. Floyd’s cries of “I can’t breathe.” In fact, it’s either him or one of the other officers (it’s not clear on the videotape) who taunts the handcuffed, on the ground with three officers on him Mr. Floyd by saying, “Stand up! Stand up!” Mr. Chauvin not only keeps his knee on Mr. Floyd’s neck, but he does so with a smirk on his face and his hand casually held in his left pocket while looking around.  
What we see on that videotape is not merely the killing of another black man, it’s a horrifying display of evil, of the depths of degradation and cruelty to which human beings can go. It was a real-life, real-time example of the phrase “man’s inhumanity to man.”
Almost immediately, there were protests with thousands of people in the streets in cities, towns, and villages across the globe, not only demanding justice for George Floyd, but for other black women and men and people of color who have been murdered and persecuted by the police, especially white police. And those protests grew and even after three weeks they continue. The demands for justice have broadened into demands for police reform and for politicians on local, state, and national levels to begin passing legislation that holds police departments and police unions accountable for the actions of their officers. Already many cities and states have begun that process and Congress is working on national legislation to do the same. 
And we’re hearing more and more the phrase “Defund the police,” a phrase that is misleading at best. Sadly, it’s being used by many Democrats and has given the GOP and Donald Trump the opportunity to use it as a claim that Democrats want to take away all funding for the police, a claim that is simply false. Because it’s not really “defunding” the police. It’s about re-allocating funds, passing budgets that allocate funds wisely to the police, to fire departments, to schools, to youth programs, to drug and mental health programs, and to other social service programs so that the police could do the job they need to do and not have to do those that they aren’t adequately equipped or trained to do. It’s about re-thinking just what the role of the police is, helping them to “protect and serve.” 
The other thing that we’ve been witnessing, especially in the South, is the demand for the removal of monuments to Confederate leaders and politicians. Not just the removal of monuments but the changing of street names, school names, library names, and those of many military bases around the nation that bear the names of Confederate military leaders like Fort Bragg, named for Confederate General Braxton. Along with that,  there’s the demand for the removal of the Confederate flag from public places and events. Already NASCAR has banned the flying of it at their events, something that’s raised the ire of many fans.
This demand has been made year after year without really much being done. Yes, some monuments were removed, and some flags were removed from public places. Some were removed as an act of civil disobedience, as activist Bree Newsome did when she climbed the flag pole on the South Carolina State House grounds and tore down the Confederate flag. But for the most part, things stayed the same. Until the protests over the murder of George Floyd began. That 8 minutes and 46 seconds of police brutality that we witnessed ignited a powder-keg of anger and rage that has had a domino effect. 
Suddenly, people were shaken from their apathy, from their sleep. I should add that it’s sad that it took this long for people to wake up and to recognize that black lives do, indeed, matter and have as much dignity and worth as white lives. And so, we see the removal of monuments. Monuments with statues of men who were traitors to the United States. Frankly, I never understood how that was allowed. Why do we allow monuments to those who sought to destroy the nation and to keep in slavery other human beings? Imagine what we would think if Germany allowed monuments to Nazis or allowed the flying of the swastika. It would be outrageous. It would be a slap in the face of every Jew. Well, in the same way, that’s what those monuments are and what the Confederate flag is to every black person and person of color. Imagine being a young black child or teenager having to pass one of those Confederate monuments every day as you go to a school named for a Confederate leader who fought to keep the institution of slavery. 
And so, things are changing and seem to be changing rapidly. It’s as if we’re witnessing the words of the Hebrew prophet Amos happen before us on the news: Justice is beginning to roll down like a mighty river. 
But there are some who think things are going too fast and some who don’t want to see things change at all. They think that things are o.k., that systemic racism is a myth just as they think that white privilege is a myth. The status quo is what they want to keep. When Mr. Trump and his followers chant “Make America Great Again,” what they are really saying is that they want to make America the white America of the 1950’s and before.
This is exactly what Jesus was talking about in the verse from the Gospel of Mark that I read earlier. Let me read it once more:
“No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment. Otherwise, the new piece will pull away from the old, making the tear worse.  And no one pours new wine into old wineskins. Otherwise, the wine will burst the skins, and both the wine and the wineskins will be ruined. No, they pour new wine into new wineskins.” (Mark 5: 21, 22)
Jesus spoke those words when he and his disciples were being criticized for not observing the ritual of fasting like the Pharisees did, an observance, like praying in public, that in other parts of the gospels Jesus said they did only for outward show and the praise of other people. He used two metaphors that everyone could understand: that of sewing an unshrunk piece of cloth onto a tear in an old garment and that of putting new wine into old wineskins.  Most of us can understand the metaphor of the cloth without any explanation, but most of us aren’t familiar with storing wine in wineskins. It’s still something people do in certain parts of the world, or what people do when hiking or camping instead of carrying bottles. Most wineskins today are treated so they don’t crack or get brittle. But in Jesus day, wineskins had to be replaced as they got older. And since new wine will continue to ferment when stored and release carbon dioxide, old wineskins weren’t able to expand like new wineskins would and they would burst resulting in the loss not only of the wineskin, but the new wine.  Jesus was trying to tell them that the kingdom had already arrived and that the old rituals, the old ways of doing things, were no longer adequate, no longer useful. Things had changed and no matter how much they wanted things to stay the same (mostly so they could hold on to their power over the people), everything would now be different, a new power was sweeping the world, a new way of living with peace and justice and love as its guiding principles and that they were incompatible with the old ways of doing and thinking.
And that’s what we’re realizing today. New wine is being poured out. New actions, new ways of speaking and discussing issues that have plagued the nation and the planet for centuries. The old wineskins can’t hold this wine and new wineskins, new systems of justice are required to hold them to keep it fresh and active and restorative. 
So, our work now is to keep pouring out that new wine. To keep demanding justice and an end to police brutality. To keep demanding an end to injustice against our black sisters and brothers, people of color, the LGBTQ+ community, against immigrants, against women, against the working poor.
And our work is to also demand a change in the system, to demand that the old wineskins be discarded and the new wine of peace and justice be placed into new wineskins, into systems that recognize the inherent dignity and worth of all people, systems that are economically, educationally, and socially equitable. 
Let’s continue the fight to make positive, permanent, systemic change,  so that the deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, Eric Garner, Sandra Bland, Tamir Rice, and countless others weren’t  in vain.
May it be so. 
 
 


 



