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By Murphy Davis

Psalm 8 
O Holy One, Beloved Creator, how wondrous is your 

name in all the earth! You have let your glorious light shine 
above the heavens. Out of the mouths of small children and 
infants you have founded a protective spirit to stand up to the 
enemies of Love — to calm the distraught and transform those 
who would do harm to others. When I look at your heavens, 
the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have 
put in place; what are human beings that you are mindful of 
us, mere mortals that you care for us? Yet you have created 
us — all of us — in your image — and you long for us to be 
partners in your love. You invite us to struggle for justice and 
to build the Beloved Community. You have made us caretak-
ers of this beautiful earth — responsible for all you have made 
with your own hands; and you have put all created things 
alongside us, all sheep and oxen, and the beasts of the field, 
the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea, and all that you cre-
ated to pass along the paths of the seas. O Holy One, Beloved 
Creator, how wondrous is your name in all the earth!

— Adapted by Murphy Davis

We bring greetings to you as friends of your pastor, 
Katie, and her wife, Heather, out of the life we shared together 
in the center of downtown Atlanta in an intentional commu-
nity of faith. We lived together, and out of that relationship 
we worked every day to serve the homeless poor, visit the 
prisoner and condemned and raise hell in the streets and the 
suites for justice and the dignity of all people. It is so good to 
be with you today and to experience the warmth and care of 
your circle. 

 Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel often spoke of the 
importance of awe in the religious experience: “Awe is more 
than an emotion,” he said. “It is a way of understanding, 
insight into meaning greater than ourselves. The beginning of 
awe is wonder; and the beginning of wisdom is awe.”

Awe is an intuition of the dignity that resides in all of 
creation. Things are not only what they are; they also stand 
— however remotely — for something supreme. There is 
something holy in the ordinary. I would call that, from our 
tradition, a Eucharistic theology: finding the holy within the 
ordinary bread and cup, and knowing that this is the very 
substance of God — that in the bread and cup, the holy is 
substantially present, that is, the substance of the holy is pres-
ent. It is the holiness of God that shines through the dust of 
creation if only we have the eyes to see. 

A choice in our relationship to the created order is to see 
creation as something that is to be manipulated or to be appre-
ciated. Think for a moment, if you would, of the most beauti-
ful tree you’ve ever seen. Take a moment to meditate on that 
tree in your mind and heart. See it with the wind rustling its 
leaves and branches; smell it; feel the deep ridges in its bark; 
look at its roots, plunging straight down into the deep, rich 
earth or spreading out around the tree and gently moving 
up and down, over and under the surface of the earth. It’s a 
beautiful living thing that God has made that teaches us of the 
strength and steadfastness of the Creator.  

But there are many people who can look at that beau-
tiful living organism as an object to be cut down to make 
something — any old thing: so many board feet of lumber 
— an object that is for us to manipulate in whatever way we 
see fit — a means to an end. We have a deep need to culti-
vate, as Rabbi Heschel said, the eyes and hearts of radical 
amazement. It doesn’t mean that we would never cut down a 
tree. But we would respect a tree as a beautiful creation and at 
least give thanks for it and to it before we cut it down. 

Years ago when Jennifer Lee was a Resident Volunteer 
at the Open Door in Atlanta, I took her down to Jackson, 
Georgia to visit several of our friends on death row. When we 
turned the corner on Ponce de Leon to drive into the alleyway 
leading to our back parking lot, we were stunned to find a 
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Find Your Voice 
Black Jesus 
and the Resurrection

We in the church 
have so often used the Cross 
as a lever to quash the voices of 
those at the margins. 

Robert McGovern

By Nibs Stroupe

In Atlanta’s powerful Civil and Human Rights 
Museum, there are many stunning exhibits. Whenever I go 
there, I always plan to spend a lot of time in the multi-media 
room, which has images flashing from many angles and 
many countries, with many different voices. It shows images 
of people in many countries and cultures protesting injustices. 
It is moving and inspiring, and it ends its rounds of presenta-
tions with a clear voice that says, “My friends, find your 
voice.” That particular voice belongs to Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, 
President of Liberia from 2006-2017 and winner of the Nobel 
Peace Prize, along with Leymah Gbowee and Tawakkol Kar-
man. The quote is from her Nobel Prize speech in 2011.

“Find your voice.” It is the theme of the Resurrection of 
Black Jesus. It is the work of the Subverting God to prod us 
and assist us in finding our true definitions as children of God. 
There is tension between the doctrines of the Crucifixion 
and the Resurrection in the Christian tradition. The church 
has centered on the Cross as our central doctrine. Part of that 
makes sense, because in the Cross, we see God’s entry into, 
and redemption of, our suffering. In the Cross, we see the sub-
verting and revolutionary work of God seeking to overturn 
the domination of the principalities and powers, a domination 

that causes so much suffering and injustice. Yet, our embrace 
of the Cross is also a cautionary tale, because we in the church 
have often attached the Cross to the powers of the world in 
order to endorse their oppressive and dominating and violent 
ways. In this sense, we have often sought to take the voice 
of Black Jesus away. Barbara Ehrenreich had great insight 
into this process when she wrote about attending a revival in 
Maine in her book, Nickel and Dimed. It is a chronicle about 
her experience working in low-wage jobs in the USA. Here’s 
what she says about the tent revival:

The preaching goes on, interrupted with dutiful 
“amens.” It would be nice if someone would read this 
sad-eyed crowd the Sermon on the Mount, accompa-
nied by a rousing commentary on income inequality 
and the need for a hike in the minimum wage. But 
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By Mary Catherine Johnson

Where there is sorrow, there is holy ground.
— Oscar Wilde

I have long been familiar with the 
above quote, which was taken from De 
Profundis, a letter written in 1897 by Oscar 
Wilde from his prison cell while serving 
time on charges of “gross indecency,” but it 
was through my recent reading of Wilde’s 
letter that I came to know the story that he 
tells immediately after that quote. Wilde 
writes about walking in handcuffs between 
two police officers at his arraignment, when 
he spots his friend Robert Ross. As Wilde 
passes him, Ross raises his hat to his friend. 
It was a simple gesture, but it had a profound 
impact on Wilde. He said, “I store it in the 
treasure-house of my heart. I keep it there as a 
secret debt that I am glad to think I can never 
possibly repay. … The memory of that little, 
lovely, silent act of love has unsealed for me 
all the wells of pity: made the desert blos-
som like a rose, and brought me out of the 
bitterness of lonely exile into harmony with 
the wounded, broken, and great heart of the 
world.” Wilde knew that he was treading on 
holy ground in that moment — that through 
his sorrow he had gained immediate contact 
with the Divine by way of his friend’s gesture 
of kindness, solidarity and acceptance.

New Hope House was founded over 
30 years ago by people who understood that 
a “little, lovely, silent act of love” could have 
a profound impact on the people directly 
impacted by the death penalty in Georgia. 
They set out to perform those acts in prisons 
and courtrooms and family homes — any 
place where death row prisoners and their 
families could be found. This is the legacy 
that I have inherited, and I continue it as best 
I can, trusting that my acts of love are being 

received in ways that are both obvious and 
beyond comprehension, and always on holy 
ground.

I often travel many miles to a prison or 
a courtroom only to sit for hours, seemingly 
doing nothing except listening, but I trust 
that I am on holy ground, so I do my best 
to remain in a state of awe and humility as 
I search for ways to extend acts of love. At 
trials and hearings, I always stand and smile 
when the guards bring the defendant into the 
courtroom, recalling when one of the men 
I visit on death row told me how much it 
meant to him to see Ed and Lora Weir, two 
of the original founders of New Hope House, 
smiling at him when he would enter the court-
room during his original trial — two smiles in 
a sea of scowling faces and dagger-eyes that 
allowed him to feel cherished and loved.

Recently I hosted a family member 
at our guesthouse who had come to see her 
loved one on death row for the first time. She 
arrived the night before the visit, visibly ner-
vous about going to the prison in the morn-
ing. I offered to accompany her to the prison 
and she accepted, immediately relaxing. The 
next morning, she was shaking so badly that 
she could barely navigate the entry process, 

so I took her hand and guided her each step 
of the way. Later she said to me, “You don’t 
know how much that meant to me — that 
you helped me like that.” She’s right: I didn’t 
know until she told me. But with her kind 
statement and the benefit of hindsight, I am 
proud of that moment, when I raised my hat 
to someone who was about to travel into the 
belly of the beast. I feel incredibly grateful for 
that and the many other opportunities I have 
to tread on holy ground through the ministry 
at New Hope House.  W 

Treading on Holy Ground

Vigil for Life at the 
Death of Marion Wilson
On June 20, Marion Wilson became the 1,500th prisoner to be executed in 
the U.S. since executions were resumed in 1977. He was killed at the Georgia 
Diagnostic Prison in Jackson, Georgia. Left: Marion with his mother and his 
daughter in the visiting room. Above: The Vigil at the Capitol in Atlanta.

Mary Catherine Johnson is the director of 
New Hope House, a ministry that serves the 
prisoners on Georgia’s death row and their 
families by providing hospitality for the fami-
lies at a guesthouse near the prison where 
death row is located, attending death penalty 
trials and hearings to support the defendants 
and their families, and visiting on death row. 
This article is reprinted from the New Hope 
House Spring 2019 newsletter. 
(mcjohnson78@yahoo.com) 

Lee Carroll

Georgia DOC

Amy. A block from our home.
Eduard Loring



generally difficult to work with in selecting clothing to change 
into after her shower. She’s probably been banned from the 
shower list six or seven times over the past two to three years. 
Do we let her shower? Again, after a short deliberation, we 
recommitted ourselves to hospitality, not in the abstract, but 
to this person. She came in and did fine — not great, but 
better than other 
times. It was the right 
decision to offer her 
hospitality.

Saying “no” is 
another part of loving 
in the particular and 
concrete that is hard. 
It is never easy to 
refuse a request from 
a guest. Sometimes, 
however, love and 
hospitality require it. 
A guest approached 
me in the backyard. 
He asks for “special 
favors” almost every 
day he comes to 
Manna House. This 
time was no exception. On this Tuesday, his request was for a 
backpack. I explained that we give out backpacks on Thurs-
days to those on the shower list. He continued to plead his 
case. I continued to say “no.” 

How is this love and hospitality? Love for each person 
who comes to Manna House means ensuring that each is 
treated with equal respect. If getting something depends upon 
the quality of a story and ingratiating one’s self to the person 

going to look at pretty things. Sounds a little shallow, doesn’t 
it?” I said while Mama and I were settling into our midtown 
hotel room and deciding how we wanted to spend our Friday 
night.

“Well, honey,” she said. “It’s true though. You know, 
we’re a family who looks at things — art, gardens, books, and 
they’re a family who does things, activities — riding bikes, 
kayaking rivers, playing games. Neither is better, just differ-
ent. And I’m okay with his description as long as I can define 
pretty to be as broad and encompassing as I see it,” she said as 
a smile crept across her face.

Well done, I thought. In just a few sentences, she 
reminded me of the way in which she and I strive to exist 
in this world. I looked around the room and gave thanks — 
thank you for encouraging me to celebrate this corner room 
with twice the views, though it’s super small and not the one 
I reserved. Thank 
you for recognizing 
the compliment in 
Ben’s response and 
recommending that 
I let go of my judge-
ment. Thank you 
for reminding me 
that we’ve chosen to 
hunt for perfection, 
to be open to beauty 
and to never lose our 
wonder in the glory 
of creation.  W

Marian Dickson 
lives, works and 
plays in Atlanta. She is a servant leader, celebrated home 
cook, avid reader and lover of the natural world. 
(marian.m.dickson@gmail.com)
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By Marian Dickson

“You know, they’re going to look at pretty things,” I 
heard Ben say to his folks on the phone. I bristled a bit. Pretty 
things? Is that all that we do — look at pretty things?

My mama and I were getting ready to spend the week-
end in New York City. Never one to ask for things, or express 
her preferences, really, Mama had sent me an email some 
months ago in which she recognized that we’d be celebrating 
somewhat monumental birthdays this April — she 75 and 
me 35 — and she said she wanted to do something to mark 
the occasion. Awesome, I thought. I wasn’t going to pass up 
the opportunity to 1) spend time with her, 2) travel and 3) cel-
ebrate the fact that she actually almost asked for something. 
Weeks later, I read a New York Times article about the con-
struction of the Guggenheim and thought, of course — we’ll 
cash in some SkyMiles and take a weekend trip to New York 
City, going to art museums and eating delicious food and tell-
ing stories and buying earrings with a bit of whimsy. I sent her 
a text and planning commenced. 

After Ben’s phone chat with his parents and before I left 
for my 48-hour getaway, he and I enjoyed dinner with some 
friends. When asked about weekend plans, I shared that I was 
getting pretty dang excited about going to New York City 
with Mama. Our buddy, Matt, curious about this adventure, 
asked what we’d planned to do for the weekend. I said, “You 
know, look at pretty things,” and gave Ben a nudge. Matt 
looked puzzled. “We going to visit a few art museums, take 
in the city’s architecture, ogle at the ingenuity of city gardens 
overflowing with green on tiny plots of land; you know, the 
usual,” I said with a smile. “OK, I get it,” he said, convinced. 
“Sounds fun.”

Guided by one of Mama’s common refrains, “May you 
never lose your wonder in the glory of creation,” all my life 
I’ve been coached to look for, actively seek out, the bits of 
perfection that exist in every single thing. An artist at heart 
with a generous soul, and a self-described optimistic cynic, 
her attention to detail and graciousness reign unmatched and 
are ones that I’ve worked hard to emulate. I’ve had others 
teach this, too.

In the sweltering heat of South Mississippi summers, I 
attended summer camp at Camp Bratton-Green, the church 
camp run by the Episcopal Diocese of Mississippi. Touted 
as having one of the strongest diocesan youth programs in 
the country, the epicenter of this program was “Camp.” Not 
unlike other summer camps, it drew kids from all over the 
state, made them sleep in slightly run-down cabins with no 
AC, taught them Capture the Flag, blackberry picking and the 
basics of canoeing, and let them stay up late, singing songs 
into the night with bellies full of Kool-Aid and s’mores. What 
distinguished this place, though, was that it taught the simplest 
and perhaps most difficult of religious messages: God exists 
everywhere, in everything, and it’s our job — as a part of 
God’s creation — to seek God out in all that we encounter. 
The culture of Camp taught this message simply, without 
much dogma or indoctrination or absolution. The message 
was to work to find this perfection, to know that we’ll fail, but 
that it does exist and we ought to look for it and celebrate it 
when we find it. At nine, I chose to practice remembering the 
details of people’s faces, picking up litter and making beaded 
necklaces for my friends. I chose to work at being nicer and 
not so quick to critique. I distinctly remember looking at the 
sun filtering through the river birch canopy and smiling at my 
God. I remember, too, loving the sound of my daddy whis-
tling and of my friend Brittany’s laughter, and saying a small 
word of thanks.  

“So when Ben’s parents asked what we were gonna do 
in New York City this weekend, he told them that we were 

Pretty Things

By Peter Gathje

Dorothy Day, one of the founders of the Catholic 
Worker Movement, liked to quote Fyodor Dostoevsky, 
from his novel, The Brothers Karamazov, “Love in action 
is a harsh and dreadful thing compared to love in dreams.” 
Loving humanity in the abstract is easy. Loving a particular 
person is hard. Serving “the homeless” is easy. Serving the 
guest who is consistently cranky and demanding is hard. I get 
reminded of these truths almost every single day we are open 
at Manna House.

In the Manna House neighborhood there is a man in a 
wheelchair, paralyzed from the waist down from a gunshot 
wound he suffered several years ago. He is known as a low-
level drug dealer. He has a perpetual scowl on his face. The 
last time he was at Manna House (several months ago), he 
threatened to kill a volunteer. He was asked to leave, and only 
the pressure of many other guests sent him on his way. He is 
not a very pleasant person, to put it mildly.

He showed up last week and wanted to get on the 
shower list. Do we let him shower? After a short deliberation, 
we recommitted ourselves to hospitality, not in the abstract, 
but to this person. He showered and got a fresh set of clothes 
to put on. As he was leaving, he gave a hearty thank you to 
those who had served him. Even if he had not done so, it was 
still the right decision to offer him hospitality. 

On Tuesday, a woman showed up who wanted to get 
on the shower list. She struggles mightily with mental illness. 
Her illness often renders her mean-spirited, foul-mouthed, and 

who is purportedly “in charge,” then some will be left out, 
some will be disrespected. Guests who are less mentally 
adept, less skilled at playing to my sympathy, less pleasant in 
look and/or smell, are not treated with equal love and respect 
by such a system. 

Further, such a system is not hospitality. Rather, it is 
a patronage system that simply reinforces power over and 
exploitation of those “in need.” It casts me in the role of 
“savior,” making me the one who decides on my own who 
gets what. This is ego-inflation, not hospitality. Hospitality 
gives to each person who comes what is made available for 
all through the community offering hospitality. There is a dis-
cipline to love that includes listening to and being obedient to 
this particular community of hospitality. That is a reality that 
is “harsh and dreadful” because it stings my ego.

A particular scripture helps me to see how love has to 
be made concrete and not left to an abstraction. “Whoever 
claims to love God yet hates a brother or sister is a liar. For 
whoever does not love their brother and sister, whom they 
have seen, cannot love God, whom they have not seen.” (1 
John 4:20) Or as Jesus put it, “Whatever you do unto the least 
of these you do unto me.” (Matthew 25:31-46) God calls 
me to make my love particular, just as God did in becoming 
a particular human being in a particular time and place. My 
love has to take on flesh, or it is not love.  W

Peter Gathje is Vice President for Academic Affairs/Dean of 
Memphis Theological Seminary, and a founder of Manna 
House, a place of hospitality in Memphis. He wrote Sharing 
the Bread of Life: Hospitality and Resistance at the Open 
Door Community (2006) and edited A Work of Hospitality: 
The Open Door Reader 1982 – 2002. (pgathje@memphis-
seminary.edu)

Love Incarnate

Harold McCallister
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At the Welcome Table
The table was spread at the Welcome Table at Upton Underground Railroad 
Station in June and July. Below: Tyrone Cole, Erica Prettyman, Tabatha 
Holley and Beth Dellow are ready to serve. Left: Eric Dunlap is with us 
almost every time we serve. The night before this picture was taken he was 
robbed and lost everything he had. After the serving, David, Beth and I took 
Eric on a trip to a shoe store, for there are no “real” stores very close.  And 
you, our donors, purchased him a pair of shoes. All God’s children gonna have 
shoes! Thanks be to all who care. Right: Sharing 
soup. Sharing a chair. Above right: Let the hungry 
children come unto me.

At Brown Memorial
In June, Murphy and Ed’s goddaughter Tabatha Holley, from 
Dawson, Georgia, visited for a few days. We were able to go 
together to Brown Memorial Park Avenue Presbyterian Church to 
hear Rev. Naomi Washington-Leapheart preach. She is a pastor in 
the United Church of Christ (UCC) and the Faith Work Director for 
the National LGBTQ Task Force

At the Vine & Fig Tree
Ed and Murphy recently traveled to Philadelphia for Murphy to preach 

at Tabernacle United Church (UCC-Presbyterian) where Katie Aikins is 
pastor. They stayed with former Open Door Community members and other 

old friends in the Vine & Fig Tree Community. Pictured here are Heather 
Bargeron; Katie Aikins holding their son, Oscar Aikins-Bargeron; Ed 

Loring; Will O’Brien; Murphy Davis and DeeDee Risher.

ODC/Baltimore

vineandfigtree.wixsite.com
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By Eduard Loring

What truths can we not tell? — Housing

A Gospel Problem Defined: Tell us a story. Where do 
you live? Why do you live there? Who are your neighbors? 
What is the relationship between housing and the intransigent 
white supremacy that holds Black and white together in an 
Eric Garner chokehold? What is God’s will when Christians 
universally pray to her, “Thy will be done”? Why am I 
writing these questions? Is Ta-Nehisi Coates correct? What 
importance do biblical truths have in your life? Jim Wallis 
taught us years ago to ask ourselves when we are making 
important decisions, especially decisions related to money, “Is 
this goodnews for the poor?” How is your house goodnews 
or badnews for the poor? Why do you attend church? Or 
claim faith in the Black Jesus or white christ? 

And what about Jesus and housing? Was Jesus born in 
a barn? Or a house? We have a choice! The Gospels give us 
a both/and story. Does our faith choice relate to our housing 
choice? Is the Christian faith about doctrine or a way of life 
based on the gospels? My goodness, the choices are enough 
to drive us to the Gerasa tombs. (Luke 8:26-39) Could Jesus 
have been born in a children’s detention center at Fort Sill, 
Oklahoma — a concentration camp run by the white suprem-
acist government of the usa? Are we “good Germans”? Are 
these important questions?

Don’t we love the Lukan birth story? (Luke 2:1-20) 
Remember? The state calls for a census with no immigrant 
category. The purpose of the census is to evaluate the military 
strength of Syria. Joseph’s ancestral tribe resided in Beth-
lehem, so to his hometown he must go from Nazareth of 
Galilee. Mary, his wife-to-be, is heavy with child. The future 
Mother of God and Queen of Heaven is lifted up on a donkey 
and off they go for the 90-mile pilgrimage. Donkeys, like 
human beings, walk at 3 mph. The same speed at which truth 
travels. Joseph, a good man, walked.

They make it! Can you imagine Mary’s backache? But 
Joseph cannot locate a place for them to stay, like thousands 
of human beings on the streets of Baltimore every day and 
night. Finally, they find a cave/barn where the innkeeper 
allows them to stay. Like the store owners in Baltimore that 
permit the homeless to sleep in the doorway if they are gone 
by daylight and their belongings are hidden. Too, they must 
not pee or defecate anywhere nearby. No easy task, I know. I 
have often slept on the streets of Atlanta

Joseph was right on time to find a space among the farm 
animals. Mary settled down and suddenly her water broke 
and the Jewish Jesus of Nazareth was born in Bethlehem of 
Judea. Would there be room for him? What housing would 
he find as a teacher, preacher and healer? Later, he tells us, 
“Foxes have holes, birds have nests, but the Human One has 
nowhere to lay his head.” (Luke 9:58) 

Our mentor and guide in such human matters interprets 
this place of birth in the past, present and future for the loca-
tion of Jesus and the hardness of the heart.

Read Thomas Merton with the eyes of your heart.

Into this world, this demented inn 
 in which there is absolutely no room 
 for him at all, 
 Christ comes uninvited.
But because he cannot be at home in it, 
 because he is out of place in it, 
 and yet he must be in it, 
His place is with the others for whom 
 there is no room.

His place is with those who do not belong, 
 who are rejected by power, because 
 they are regarded as weak, 
 those who are discredited, 
 who are denied status of persons, 
 who are tortured, bombed and exterminated.
With those for whom there is no room, 
 Christ is present in this world.

Kind of a downer, isn’t it, when you think of all the 
beautiful live crèches that our children render for us, often 
with a real live donkey who seldom poops on the altar floor. 
But back to the Bible. Does Thomas Merton, a monk’s monk, 
say anything to us about where we live? The housing choice 
those faithful to Jesus should choose? And what of the one 
million homeless Children of God — where is their housing? 
And who lives in housing that belongs to the poor? By what 
rights? Oh, yes. The answer slipped my mind for a moment. 
As the tentacles of slavery continue to shackle our minds and 
hearts, let us confess that America was founded on property 

rights and not human rights. On white superiority and people 
of color’s inferiority. African Americans, legal chattel, Native 
Americans, with Latinx, Brown, Asian, beautiful, wonderful 
mixes of majestic colors, and LGBTQX, whose gender is an 
inferior color in the white eyes of hatred and fear. 

In these weeks, we are listening to the Cry of the Japa-
nese who were in the internment camps during WWII. They 
stand strong and refuse to move at Fort Sill, Oklahoma. We 
frightened white Americans used illegal and unconstitutional 
prisons for the innocent Japanese American citizens. Of 
course, the Japanese, nonwhites, would catch our A-bomb a 
few years later to let Stalin know we got hands bigger than 
his. Why are the Japanese crying out to the whitest govern-
ment since James Buchanan? It’s about housing. Forty-five, 
white bully at the end of the block, is moving frightened and 
abused children to incarcerate them at Fort Sill. The exact 
place, different time, of the Japanese camps. It’s housing. It’s 
housing. What shall we do? What can we do?  What does 
your God, my God say to do?

Let us check our bank balance and remember profits 
are important. The poor, after all, are “takers,” according to 
the pundits of the heartless Republican party and plenty of 
Democrats. And Jesus has correctly stated that the poor will 
always be with us. Maybe, even be us!

If housing were a right, would there be more room 
for Jesus in the church and society? There are loving justice 
folk who go into the night to shelter and feed and heal the 
immigrants, homeless, runaway children. These folk take the 
Homeless Black Jesus and go to the streets. And for justice 
loving human beings who work for housing and the right to 
housing by governmental policy and legislation, along with 
the private sector, they, too are taking Luke and working out 
their own salvation, though often they are not even aware of it.   

We are thankful for the Christmas story in Luke. Very 
dramatic. Sometimes called mild, but those who call it such 
have never had a baby in a barn. The gospel is radical and 

confronts us as to how we live, where we live, with whom we 
live, why we live. The Lukan birth narrative seems to imply 
that God is an outsider. Maybe we should follow her to the 
outside. 

Please excuse me. Murphy is calling me to come vac-
uum the living room floor. Next month, what happens to our 
lives if we choose Matthew, and Jesus is born in a house?  W

Eduard Nuessner Loring is an Activist/Advocate/Ally at the 
Open Door Community in Baltimore. Pronouns: he, him, his. 
(edloring@opendoorcommunity.org)

Tell the Truth and Shame the Devil
A Series on the Gospel, Part 3

Dear Ed,
 Tomorrow I am mailing a copy of 
The Cry of the Poor to every professor at 
American Baptist College in Nashville. 
Dr. Forrest Harris, the president, is a 
close friend, and he took me to Will 
Campbell’s funeral.
  Lots of hope,
   Wendell Wentz
   Rockwall, Texas

Friends, due to continued interest, 
The Open Door Press has reprinted 
Ed’s 2010 The Cry of the Poor. 
If you would like to have a copy, please contact:
David Payne 
404-290-2047 
davidpayne@opendoorcommunity.org 
Open Door Community 
PO Box 10980 
Baltimore, MD 21234
A Donation would be helpful, but not necessary.
Thank you,

If housing were a right, 
would there be more room for Jesus in the church and society? 



snuffed out. 
Too much radical amazement. Too much unbearably 

harsh and dreadful love. Too costly a demand for the reor-
dering of our lives and the sharing and the actualizing of the 
Beloved Community. Because people like many of us — 
white, privileged, burdened by too many possessions — have 
so much to give up in order that we all might share and have 
enough. 

And so the Human One suffered a violent torture and 
death as a captive. But even this horror was transformed by 
the creator God into life and hope. What a miracle! 

So if we didn’t get it in the psalms, Jesus makes it clear 
for us: Creation in the image of God is creation for equality. 
There’s no human being created to be more or less than. As 
soon as we define any person or any group, be they Rohing-
yas in Southeast Asia or trans people of color on the streets of 
our cities, as soon as we define them as “less than,” we give 
ourselves permission to do anything to them, or to stand qui-
etly by as someone else kills and plunders. 

There is no human being created to be more than or 
less than. Now that’s an alien concept in this culture. Did you 
know that? Did you realize that? In the Beloved Community 
of the heart of God there is no white supremacy. There is no 
control of others that obliterates basic human freedom. God 
created us in her own image. God created us in their own 
image, and that’s a literal Hebrew translation in Genesis 1 
— “God created them in their own image.” And crowned us 
with glory and honor. Unbelievable. Each of us and all of us.

This week, federal inspectors made unannounced visits 
to a number of GEO prisons. If you don’t know about the 
GEO Group, you should learn about it. It used to be the Wack-
enhut Corporation, but they got such a bad name running 
under-staffed violent prisons that they changed their name. 
The federal inspectors made unannounced visits to some 
of these prisons that are making billions of dollars caging 
immigrant children. Sometimes we just need to stop and set 
that apart and say: There are corporations making billions of 
dollars from the caging of little children. Some fifty thousand 
people — fleeing for their lives — have been ripped apart 
— parents from children, spouses from each other, children 
from their siblings — and are being caged, many of them in 
for-profit prisons. Some of the thousands of the infants, tod-
dlers and older children are sent to secret shelters. We — and 
even the government agencies “in charge” — don’t even 
know where these shelters are or who is in them. 

And so the feds — in one of the times we’re glad that 

group of workers clearing the corner lot to make way for a 
new Blockbuster video store. The men were working with 
a bulldozer, and just as we drove up they were butting the 
bulldozer against the sturdy trunk of a 150-year-old oak tree. 
They didn’t bother to cut it down (much less leave it standing 
and build around it!), but they butted it with the bulldozer over 
and over and over again until finally the mighty tree fell over 
with a giant crash. As it fell to the ground the men threw their 
arms into the air as if somebody had just scored a touchdown 
and they yelled like crazy for the “victory” of their team. It 
was an us-against-the-tree moment. 

I was overwhelmed with sadness. It was a beautiful oak 
that I had long loved and appreciated. Our homeless friends 
had found shelter there from the hot sun on many a summer 
day. Children had played under the tree and climbed into its 
bountiful and sturdy limbs. And the tree held its own stories 
of life over its many years. But the tree died like garbage with 
no respect. It was, like thousands of trees lost to Atlanta’s 
formerly rich tree canopy every year, in the way. It had to go. 
I wanted to rush over and ask the tree to forgive us for our 
soul-less ways. I had the sense that what was wrong with this 
scene came from the same malady that created institutions 
like death row. That majestic oak has lived in my heart ever 
since as an example of sorrow and how I believe we are not 
to relate to nature. Radical amazement which leads to awe 
can be the root of wisdom. Wisdom can help us to know how 
to live in the world with a deeper respect for the dignity of 
every living thing. 

When we meditate on Psalm 8, as when we work with 
any of the sacred texts, we need to always be working with 
the politics of translation. We know, of course, that it’s people 
who wrote the scriptures and people who have translated 
them over the generations from the original languages. And 
who those people are and were, and what their life experi-
ences are and were determine in large measure how they have 
gone about that task of translation. 

And so in the face of growing climate catastrophe, 
we’ve got to raise very specific questions about what we 
have done to the earth and why. We’ve done great harm to 
the created order by uncritically using the word dominion. 
Genesis also brings us this problem and the translation that 
brings us “dominion” in this psalm is a choice that has not 
been very helpful. The translation also says that God has put 
everything under our feet. What kind of hierarchy have we 
set up and have we tolerated in this translation? This is why I 
have, instead of using language that human beings dominate 
creation, said that we are called to be stewards of creation: 
people who take care of creation — certainly using what we 
need to sustain life, but no more than what we need. 

In fact, we have been terribly greedy and now we are 
paying a terrible price. And the worst is yet to come. There are 
so many for whom the earth is to be manipulated, consumed 
and controlled rather than appreciated with a sense of wonder, 
so we have to call ourselves back to that sense of wonder 
and understand that recognizing the holiness of creation is 
the starting point for us to understand the dignity of it all. So 
verse 6 might be, “You have made us stewards to use what 
we need and responsible to care for and protect all you have 
made with your own hands. And you put the created things 
alongside us, not under our feet.” Here’s the wonder and awe 
of creation that crashes headlong into the reality of the cross 
of the Vagrant Christ and the Convict Christ, where the loving 
intention of the creator, the wondrous integrity of the creation 
forms human beings for dignity and equality.

Dignity and equality. Important words that we don’t use 
enough. In the wondrous image of God, they come up against 
the evil of the alienated culture of power, greed, domination, 
violence. And so Jesus, the Human One, the one who actual-
ized the fullness of God’s intentions for human persons and 
human communities, lived among us. But the domination 
system couldn’t take it. Couldn’t take Jesus, so he had to be 

Hospitality August 2019page 6

Re-claiming the Glory/Engaging the Evil  continued from page 1

the feds were around — made unannounced visits to some 
of these private prisons, where children had been ripped from 
their families and put in cages. And what they found was that 
in the GEO prisons the children were being fed rotten food, 
and were using overflowing toilets. The older children were 
being forced to take care of the little ones. And the corporate 
executives announced this week that they are cutting all of 
their programs for education and recreation because there’s 
not enough money to go around. They tell us that GEO and 
other private prisons are paid $750 per day for each child that 
they hold in bondage. So if the children don’t have tooth-
brushes, diapers and decent food, how can we even imagine 
how much they are profiting? 

Now these are the people who are making billions, and 
these are the people who are working for the administration 
that has taken 80 billion dollars from the Pentagon budget to 
build a stupid wall. Eighty billion dollars — and they’re not 
letting children have their play time or learn to read because 
there’s not enough money. It’s sick, and it is all based on lies.

Sometimes we allow the glory and honor to be defaced. 
Sometimes we can’t even see the glory and honor in others. 
But it is not ours to give and it is not ours to declare absent. 
Church, we have to be ready for the renewal of a sense of 
wonder, a sense of radical amazement. We cannot take our 
beautiful earth for granted. That’s how we got into so much 
trouble to begin with — using and abusing until it strikes 
back. Where there is injustice, where there is inequality, 
where there is captivity, where there is denigration, it is our 
agenda as disciples to engage the evil. To love and serve 
the poor and condemned. To reduce the distance between 
ourselves and the poor (as my dear partner, Ed, always says, 
“Reduce the distance.”) We cannot love from a distance. So 
we have to get close to the poor; we have to share their lives. 
We have to know how the plundered poor are having to live 
in this cruel society that seems to have completely lost its 
heart. We have to engage the evil. We can restore ourselves 
and our communities to God’s gift of radical amazement and 
awe. Then we might actualize our identity as those created 
in God’s image, restore the defaced earth, agitate for justice, 
love and serve and create the Beloved Community. May it be 
so among us. May our wonder and our radical amazement 
grow until they overflow into the fruits of justice. 

Amen.  W

Murphy Davis is an Activist Pastor and writer with the Open 
Door Community in Baltimore. This sermon was preached 
at Tabernacle United Church (United Church of Christ and 
Presbyterian USA) in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania on Sunday, 
June 16. (murphydavis@bellsouth.net)

American Academy of Pediatrics

We have to know how the plundered poor are having to live 
in this cruel society that seems to have completely lost its heart. 

We have to engage the evil. 

A Little Poem

Rivers flow
Birds sing
In the Night.

Editor’s note: Ed and Nurphy’s granddaughter, 
Michaela Loring Lillian Murphy Buc, recently 
composed her first poem. She is five and a half 
years old. Can’t you feel the influence of our 
recently departed Mary Oliver?

poetry corner

Julie Lonneman

Drawing by a migrant child released from 
U.S. border custudy in McAllen, Texas, 2019.



as was Mary’s. Those of us who find ourselves in the center 
of things find that we are offered and challenged to receive a 
new definition: child of God as our primary definition. Risen 
Black Jesus tells us all that we are children of God, no matter 
what the world tells us, or what we tell ourselves.

Let those of us who are comfortable 
hear this well: We are called to the margins 
of life. There is no alternative if we want to 
experience the power of the Resurrection. 
The blood has power only at the margins; 
otherwise it is a clanging cymbal or a 
noisy gong. We will find our voice at the 
margins; that is the meaning of the Cross, 
empowered by the Resurrection. As Presi-
dent Sirleaf put it: “My friends, find your 
voice.”  W

1 Barbara Ehrenreich, Nickel and Dimed, 
(New York, Henry Holt and Company, 
2001), pp. 68-69.

Nibs Stroupe is a longtime friend of the 
Open Door, retired pastor and author of 
the recently published Deeper Waters: Ser-
mons for a New Vision. He and Catherine 
Meeks are authors of Passionate Justice, 
a book about the life and witness of Ida B. 
Wells for our time, to be published in Sep-

tember. He writes a weekly blog at www.nibsnotes.blogspot.
com. (nibs.stroupe@gmail.com)
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Find Your Voice — Black Jesus and the Resurrection  continued from page 1

give the gift of  

A $10 donation covers a one-year 
subscription to Hospitality for a 

prisoner, a friend or yourself. To give 
the gift of Hospitality, please fill out, 

clip and send this form to:
 

Open Door Community 
PO Box 10980

Baltimore, MD 21234

___Please add me (or my friend) to the 
Hospitality mailing list.

___Please accept my tax deductible 
donation to the Open Door Community.

name__________________________

address_________________________ 

_______________________________

_______________________________

email___________________________

phone__________________________

HOSPITALITY

Jesus makes his appearance here only as a corpse; 
the living man, the wine-guzzling vagrant and preco-
cious socialist, is never once mentioned, nor anything 
he ever had to say. Christ crucified rules, and it may 
be that the true business of modern Christianity is to 
crucify him again and again so that 
he can never get a word out of his 
mouth. … I walk out to search for 
my car, half expecting to find Jesus 
out there in the dark, gagged and 
tethered to a tent pole.1

The Cross is a powerful symbol of 
the suffering and subverting and loving 
God, but by itself, as we have seen so 
often in our church history, it can eas-
ily be manipulated to suppress the life 
and ministry and voice of Black Jesus. 
People of color, keep quiet and do your 
slave work. Women, keep quiet and do 
your housework and bedwork. Poor 
people, keep quiet and do your work to 
build the wealth of the few. Rich and 
comfortable people, just worry about 
eternal life; the have-nots do not deserve 
to have. The list seems endless — those 
whose voices have been stilled and 
silenced in the interest of the powerful. 
We in the church have so often used the Cross as a lever to 
quash the voices of those at the margins. The Blood has lost 
its power.

Resurrection of Black Jesus, however, is a corrective 
to our misuse of the Cross and to the suppression of those 
voices. Black Jesus — born on the margins — lived his life 

on the margins and invited those on the margins to find their 
voices. For that revolutionary ministry, he was executed on 
the margins. Yet the grave could not hold him. Like the Lord 
of the Dance, he came right back up and out, and he showed 
himself first not to the power brokers at the center of life, but 
to those on the margins, to the women who came looking for 
a dead body, not a living Black Jesus. It is no surprise to any-
one that the men did not believe the women and that so many 
people, including the women themselves, had a hard time 
recognizing and believing that Black Jesus had come back 
from the dead to bring them life.

The Gospel accounts of the Resurrection tell us that the 
women were terrified at the news of the Resurrection, and 
their reaction tells us so much about ourselves. We prefer the 
dead Jesus to Black Jesus. Dead Jesus tells us that we can 
continue to go about our lives and our businesses as they were 
before Black Jesus came into our lives. We prefer to believe 
that our lives center on money and gender and race and weap-
ons and violence. Oh, we might like to believe otherwise, 
but who can argue with the realities of materialism and gun 
violence and the FGFBM (Forced Gestation and Forced Birth 
Movement) and white supremacy and homophobia and so 
many other powers that we allow to define our lives?

I was raised with the dead Jesus being the center of my 
life. The Resurrection was about life after death, not about 
finding my voice in this life. And, although I was privileged 
as a white male, my privilege was shaded a bit by my poverty 
and my sense of lostness at the absence of my father. My 
father was alive and was able, but he never contacted me, 

never came to see me. Oh, how I ached to see him and hear 
him, but he was never coming. In this process, I became 
dominated by anxiety and by a sense of a punishing, angry, 
male God who laughed at my seeking to find my voice as a 
lost boy, raised manless by women (for whom I give eternal 

thanks) in a patriarchal world. At my heart of hearts was a 
deep pain of abandonment. Fortunately for me, Black Jesus 
was coming for me — me, a racist raised in white and male 
supremacy, filled with a sense of lostness and fear.  

Many people helped me to find Black Jesus, but one 
voice stands out in helping me to find the power of Resurrec-

tion: the main theologian in my life, my partner in ministry 
and spouse, Caroline Leach. At the beginning of my ministry, 
I was puzzled by the meaning of the Resurrection. I did not 
believe that my personal identity would survive my death, so 
I didn’t see the point of the Resurrection. I had been raised 
to believe that its relevance had to do with personal identity 
surviving death, but if that was out the window, why mess 
with the Resurrection? Caroline guided me to Black Jesus: 
The meaning of the Resurrection is about our lives now, not 
about life after death. She indicated that she did not know 
what happened, if anything, after we died, but the power and 
meaning of the Resurrection was that it called us into new life 
now, in this life. In the Resurrection, Black Jesus bids us to 
find our voice, to hear and to believe and to share great news: 
We belong to God, not to the powers.

Marginalized Mary found her voice in her encounter 
with the Risen Black Jesus. She comes to the tomb, believing 
in male supremacy and in Roman supremacy. She comes to 
the tomb, believing in dead Jesus and not looking for Black 
Jesus. Yet here, she finds her voice and finds her power. 
She becomes the primary witness to the Resurrection. Jesus 
chooses to appear to someone at the margins, and Mary 
finds her voice — she runs to tell the others: “I have seen the 
Lord!”

In the Resurrection, Black Jesus offers to all of us a new 
definition of ourselves, no matter where we are geographi-
cally or emotionally or spiritually. Those of us who have 
heard and experienced that we are at the margins because our 
voice is not viable — we hear that our voices are powerful, 

She becomes the primary witness to the Resurrection. 
Jesus chooses to appear to someone at the margins, 
and Mary finds her voice — 
she runs to tell the others: “I have seen the Lord!”

He Is Risen | Brian Kavanagh
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Grace and Peaces of Mail

By Ed Crouch

The Electronic Intifada reported that the Israeli military 
just closed its internal probe into the killing of Ibrahim Abu 
Thurayya during protests in the Gaza Strip in December 
2017. This double amputee was shot in the forehead while 
sitting in his wheelchair under a tree with friends during 
protests. Israeli forces have intentionally shot children, people 
with disabilities and journalists, according to Sara Hossain, an 
investigator appointed by the UN Human Rights Council.

Peter Beinhart, an American professor at City Univer-
sity of New York writes, “It’s time to end America’s blank 
check military aid to Israel.” And “Ensuring that the United 
States does not help Israel arrest a child, demolish a home, or 
imprison a people is just about the most Jewish thing we can 
possibly do.

The heartless cruelty of the West Bank’s military occu-
pation is shown in the account of a five-year-old dying cancer 
victim denied her parents’ presence in a Jerusalem hospital. 
After a month alone, she was returned to her family in a coma 
until she died! 

Mondoweiss (mondoweiss.net) reports that children 
born of in vitro fertilization are not allowed to visit their incar-
cerated fathers — who may be jailed for years.

Whitney Webb writes that 50,000 children have been 
imprisoned by Israel since 1967, and while Israel’s govern-
ment touts itself as the only democracy in the Middle East, 
it is the only government in the entire world that detains 
children through military courts with a near 100 percent 
conviction rate.

The week Jared Kushner offered a $50 billion Is-
rael-Palestine peace proposal, Israel announced that it had 
indefinitely halted the transfer of fuel into Gaza, which will 
drastically reduce the number of hours of electricity available 
to residents during the sweltering summer. In addition, the 
International Committee of the Red Cross holds that the air, 
land and sea blockade on Gaza, imposed since 2007, “con-
stitutes a collective punishment imposed in clear violation of 
Israel’s obligations under international humanitarian law.”

Finally, you will be touched by a glance at the heart-
rending May photos in the June 2019 The Electronic Intifada 
(electronicintifada.net).  W 

 
With appreciation to Dr. Rennie Coit and John Berg.

Born in China, the son of Presbyterian missionaries, Ed 
Crouch is a retired Seattle social worker seeking to promote 
love and justice. He organized Occupation-Free Seattle to 
persuade the city to stop investing in three American corpo-
rations that engage in gross human rights violations in the 
Occupied Palestine Territories (Caterpillar, Hewlett-Packard 
and Motorola). (gecrouch61@gmail.com)

Palestinian 
JustPeace 
Update

Dear Ed,
For some reason I held on to the Hospitality issue of 

November/December and found it today. On re-reading it I 
was deeply touched by your piece on “Ashes and Sackcloth.” 
Would that there were more people who were as honest about 
life as you are. Thank you for all you share and all you are and 
all you write and all you do. Inspirational.

I’m going back to Iona next month to be (once again) the 
relief Abbey Musician for two weeks.

God bless you,
Paul Heppleston 
Derbyshire 
United Kingdom

Dearest Ed and Murphy,
As soon as I had finished reading the last four back 

issues of Hospitality up to the May issue over Pentecost (a 
good season to read spirited lecture) the next issue of Hospi-
tality was in my post-box, the June issue. Wow, how produc-
tive y’all still are putting this newspaper together and, more 
so, writing for it yourselves. I know what I am talking about 
with our own little quarterly publication of eight pages.

Ed, your very personal articles are quite touching. Your 
getting close to and suffering with those on the margins is 
tangible. I also appreciated very much the articles on James 
Cone by Pete Gathje and Catherine Meeks and those of Nibs 
Stroupe on all the different aspects of white supremacy and 
Black Jesus. Would it be possible to translate and reprint 
Stroupe’s “At the Margins. Black Jesus in the Resurrection”? 
I guess such a text would be also thought provoking for our 
readers of Brot & Rosen.

You still are a great inspiration to me and I am glad to 
see “theology at work” in your writings and in Hospitality. I 
am attempting to have some more time to read and do theol-
ogy especially on our traditions of migration and refugees in 
the light of the Bible and of our (church) history.

Theologically speaking, we are all on the move and 
should easily be able to empathize with the stranger and 
refugee. And as a church we should embrace hospitality and 
solidarity and human rights as key values and practices even 
if it brings us in blatant conflict with state and society.

In terms of the old documents you sent me, Ed, I am 
just sorting thru them. The handwriting is also a bit hard for 
me to read. Your grandfather was close in age to Peter Mau-
rin! My older grandfather was born the same year as Dorothy 
Day.

One document is a temporary passport of Georg Eduard 
Nüssner valid until 1897 and another a document showing 
that he had visited the “Kaiserlich Deutsches Konsulat” in 
Atlanta on the 15th of May 1915 in matters of his being 
normally conscripted. Maybe I should pass those papers to 
the emigration museum “Ballinstadt” in Hamburg?! How 
did your grandfather emigrate, via which port (Hamburg or 
Bremen or ...)?

All the best, Shalom & Salaam, 
Dietrich Gerstner
Hamburg, Germany

Ed,
I was touched by your recent article in Hospitality about 

serving coffee on the street in the freezing cold. God bless 
you all for your faithfulness, and welcome to our world in the 
Northern climes — climate change notwithstanding. When 
the hawk flies in Chicago, it’s a bitter day for sure. And it ain’t 
exactly cosy this side of the Lake either.

Love,
Barry Burnside 
Kalamazoo, Michigan

Dear Nibs,
I read your article in Hospitality about “If Beale Street 

Could Talk.” Thank you for your vulnerability in confessing 
your own social conditioning as a white man. I know that 
it can be ever-present and an enduring legacy of the racist 
history of this country. I am wondering what strategies you 
use to live beyond identification and confession and toward 
eradicating your assumptions about Black people. How 
do you dig deeply into your psyche and undo the damage, 
especially when engaging in social justice work alongside 
Black and other minoritized persons? Would’ve appreciated 
that turn in your article as a way to assist others wrestling with 
the same...or to point them toward wrestling. Thanks again for 
the film review.

Maisha Kariamu Handy 
Provost and Vice President 
 of Academic Affairs 
Interdenominational Theological Center
Atlanta, Georgia

Dear Murphy & Ed,
It feels as though we are still in touch with the two of you 

and the Open Door. The articles of Hospitality keep our brains 
processing the injustices that continue on….unfortunately. 
Thank you for your work that continues to challenge us and 
keep us aware.

We are delighted that Calvin and Nelia are near. Except 
for 50 years ago when we all lived in Cookeville, Tennessee, 
[as students at Tennessee Tech University and active in the 
Wesley Foundation] we’ve never lived so close — about 60 
miles from them. We still don’t see them often enough. 

Again, thank you for continuing to raise our 
consciousness.
   Patty and Dave McIntyre
   Normandy, Tennessee

Rita Corbin

Open Door Community Needs:
 Granola bars
 Stamps to write prisoners
 Prisoner support and prisoner family support
 Tee shirts S/M/L/1X /2X. Lots and lots of them. 
 White crew socks are particularly popular.
 Each week we serve 18 gallons of lemonade tea and 10 gallons of water along with our chicken noodle soup,                     
     bananas (just increased to 400) and 300 granola bars.
 We always need financial support. Without you, the Open Door Community would not exist. 
 

If you’d like to help,
Murphy, David, Ed, Simon, Erica and Tyrone thank you all. 


