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By Weldon D. Nisly

Militarism is “a symptom of a far deeper malady within 
the American spirit,” revealing America as “the greatest 
purveyor of violence in the world.” With this prophetic proc-
lamation a half century ago, Martin Luther King Jr. named 
the sin-sickness of America’s warring violence. Dr. King was 
preaching to America from the Riverside Church pulpit in 
New York on April 4, 1967. 

On that consequential night 50 years ago, Dr. King 
declared, “A time comes when silence is betrayal,” and 
boldly revealed the interconnected violence of America’s 
“giant triplets of racism, materialism and militarism.” His ser-
mon forever connected civil rights, poverty and war arising 
from a malady deep within the American soul and psyche. 

Issuing “a passionate plea to my beloved nation … 
from the burnings of my own heart … to save the soul of 
America,” Dr. King echoed poet Langston Hughes’ poignant 
promise: “America never was America to me, and yet … 
America will be!”

With the searing critique of a biblical prophet, King 
continued, “It should be incandescently clear that no one 
who has any concern for the integrity and life of America 
today can ignore the present war. If America’s soul becomes 
totally poisoned, part of the autopsy must read ‘Vietnam.’ It 
can never be saved so long as it destroys the deepest hopes of 
[people] the world over. So it is that those of us who are yet 
determined that ‘America will be’ are led down the path of 
protest and dissent, working for the health of our land.”

In painful detail, Dr. King explained how America’s 

war in Vietnam, waged under the guise of fighting Com-
munism, supported cruel leaders against innocent citizens. He 
lamented, “We have destroyed their most cherished institu-
tions: family and village … land and crops.” 

“We can no longer afford to worship the god of hate or 
bow before the altar of retaliation,” King warned. “We are 
confronted with the fierce urgency of now. … We still have 
a choice today: nonviolent coexistence or violent coannihila-
tion. … If we do not act, we will surely be dragged down 
the long, dark and shameful corridors of time reserved for 
those who possess power without compassion, might without 
morality, and strength without sight.” 

Dr. King knew that killing innocent people at home and 
around the world was killing the soul of America. As a true 
prophet and preacher, King turned indictment into invita-
tion: “Let us rededicate ourselves to the long and bitter, but 
beautiful, struggle for a new world. This is the calling of the 
[children] of God. … Though we might prefer it otherwise, 
we must choose in this crucial moment of human history.” 

This April 4, 1967 sermon, “Beyond Vietnam: A Time 
to Break Silence,” was Dr. King’s defining witness to the 
Gospel’s call and cost confronting America’s racialized, mate-
rialized, militarized violence. It was his most controversial 
proclamation, eliciting widespread condemnation. 

America responded as threatened principalities and 
powers will, by vilifying the prophetic messenger of the 
Black Jesus. Exactly one year later, Martin Luther King 
Jr. was murdered by American machinations of warring         

Raising Hell 
(Is Holy Work)
You know the Spirit is up to something when you 
find yourself building a crucifix at Christmastime

But that’s what we were doing, Mike and me, 
scrounging a skull cap and work shirt and gloves 
and jeans for a clothes closet effigy, tying it all 
together with duct tape and twine and nailing our 
street Jesus on a scrap-wood cross with a hand-
painted sign bearing the sin-tainted title, “Vagrant 
Christ”

Yes, you know the Spirit is up to something when 
you find yourself hoisting up Street Jesus and not 
Sweet Little Jesus Boy, bearing him downtown 
through the stares and the frowns, hanging him 
from barbed wire near the vagrant-free zone 
where there was no room, no room, no room 
in this demented inn marching and messing 
up everybody’s merry Christmas by tearing off 
the seasonal gift wrap and exposing the hell of 
homelessness that nobody wants to see

And yet this is not new work
 
The Spirit has been at this for a long time now, at 
least since Jesus tore off the Temple’s meticulous 
mask and revealed the money-changing 
mechanisms that had metastasized and were 
eating the poor alive. He exorcised the illegitimate 
liturgists and blew out the clouds of unholy 
offerings that were no longer pleasing in the 
nostrils of the Lord. He raised the hell that was 
just below the surface, which nobody wanted to 
see, which keeps popping up like the devil’s game 
of whack-a-mole

Even when it breathes stench in our face we want 
to turn away and believe that everything is fine, 
just fine, fine as wine, and we have all the time to 
slowly change our minds and make things right, 
in time, in time, in time
                                                      
Only the prophet said NO. We don’t have the time 
and we can’t wait because the Spirit is moving 
and shouting to get on board or get out of the 
way, daring us to expose the wounds to the 
light of day, rousting us to keep doing the holy 
work of raising hell and trusting in the vagrant, 
uncageable love that will not stay down

— Mark Harper

Mark Harper is pastor of Covenant Presbyterian Church 
in Athens, Georgia. He was a Resident Volunteer 
at the Open Door from 1985 to 1987. (mharper@
covpresathens.org)

War is 
soul-numbing 
to nation 
and citizen. 
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By Catherine Meeks

“When you strike a woman, you strike 
upon a rock, a rock that will not break,” said 
the Zulu/Xhosa women who protested the 
implementation of pass laws in Pretoria, 
South Africa. This is a truth that men such 
as Mitch McConnell, Bill O’Reilly, Sean 
Spicer and others are finding to be true. 
Though we might feel that women are un-
der siege as in no other time, that would be 
far from the truth. Women have never had 
their rightful place in this land or in many 
others, though there are small corners of the 
world such as some West African villages 
and among some Native American commu-
nities where the roles of women were highly 
valued and the archetypal feminine was 
seen as important.

A few weeks ago, I was fired from my 
ten-year-long columnist position with the 
Telegraph in Macon because the publisher 
did not like the tone of my truth telling. After 
all, a woman, and a Black one at that, needs 
to make sure to be pleasing. He was upset be-
cause the Alt-Right folks in Trump’s admin-
istration were criticized in my column and he 
seems to have taken it personally. Prior to my 
firing, McConnell silenced Elizabeth Warren 
and had the audacity to be shocked when she 
kept talking for a while in spite of his efforts. 
In addition to these incidents is O’Reilly’s 
comment about not being able to pay atten-
tion to Maxine Waters’ speech because of her 
“James Brown hair.” Sean Spicer added to 
the litany by telling April Bryan, a reporter 
asking a question that he did not like and did 
not bother to answer, to “stop shaking your 
head.” All of these reflect the notion that 
women should be pleasing to males and not 
speak or act in ways that are unsettling or 
threatening to them.

These males and many others fail to 
understand the truth of the South African 
women’s motto. They have struck rocks, 
though they never had a clue that there was a 

rock in front of them. Many of us understand 
quite clearly that the present day threat to the 
patriarchy has many males walking around 
in fear and trembling. They are horrified to 
discover that women are not their humble, 
subservient tools, a fact that they seem to 
have missed learning along the journey from 
childhood to adulthood. Some of the com-
ments being made these days about women 
clearly demonstrate how far behind many 

men really are when it comes to under-
standing where women stand in today’s 
world and how they see themselves in 
regard to their liberation.

The massive organizing efforts 
designed to forge a path of resistance 
to Trump are being done primarily by 
women, and the ever-climbing numbers of 
women preparing to run for office are mak-
ing it clear that a strong wind of resistance 
is growing and that there are going to be 
many major changes in this country in the 
months and years to come as women take 
on more roles of leadership in all arenas. 

Males such as McConnell, Trump, 
Spicer, O’Reilly and others dare to speak 
and act in denigrating and disrespectful 
ways toward women because they believe 
that this behavior is sanctioned, despite 
the loud sound of the last groans of the 
capitalist, racist, patriarchal world that they 
hold so dear. They have made a mistake. 

The women have been struck once again and 
there will be no giving up or giving in. Just 
as a rock requires extraordinary effort to be 
broken, women will not be moved by insult, 

assault and all manner of male grasps for 
power that no longer belongs to them. The 
reckoning day is here.

This present moment is too serious to 
be comical. But one can hardly avoid seeing 
the irony and futility of the efforts being made 
to restore the past in so much of the present 
political arena. They remind us of the notion 
that “it is too late to close the barn door after 
the animals have fled.” The current efforts 

will prove to be far too little and much too 
late to quell the energy of women. In 2010, 
women were 50.8 percent of the population 
and they have a powerful energy that will not 
be silenced. That power is becoming clearer 
each day and demonstrating that numbers 
actually matter less than the energy and the 
sense of connection that is shared by women 
here and around the world when it comes to 
defying the patriarchy and its stalwart sup-
porters who believe that their maleness grants 
them domination rights. 

Women have always been willing to 
forge paths toward new frontiers, and this 
historical moment offers another grand op-
portunity for the 21st-century woman to join 
her courageous ancestors in taking bold and 
brave strides toward new and deeper levels of 
liberation and healing.  W

Catherine Meeks is Chair of the Beloved 
Community: Commission for Dismantling 
Racism for the Episcopal Diocese of Atlanta, 
and the retired Clara Carter Acree Distin-
guished Professor of Socio-cultural Studies 
and Sociology from Wesleyan College. She 

has published six books and is editor of Liv-
ing Into God’s Dream: Dismantling Racism 
in America (2016), which focuses on racial 
healing and reconciliation (reviewed by Nibs 
Stroupe in this issue on page 6). She writes 
for the Huffington Post and is a regular 
contributor to Hospitality. She is involved 
with prison work, visits regularly on death 
row and works for the abolition of the death 
penalty. (kayma53@att.net)

They Struck a Rock

Just as a rock requires extraordinary effort to be broken, 
women will not be moved by insult, assault 

and all manner of male grasps for power that no longer belongs to them. 

Rini Templeton

Open Door Community
PO Box 10980

Baltimore, Maryland 21234
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facebook@ODCBalt

Please join us on facebook for the 
continuing journey of the 

Open Door Community in Baltimore.
Thank you, Murphy, David, Robert and Ed.
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By Mary Catherine Johnson

The death penalty abolition community lost one of its 
greatest champions earlier this year, when Ed Weir died on 
January 7. I had the privilege of living with Ed for the last 
year of his life as we worked together at New Hope House in 
service to Georgia’s death row prisoners and their families. 

Prior to coming to live at New Hope House, I had 
encountered Ed many times at the vigils outside death row 
on the nights of executions. He never said much at the vigils, 
but he was always there, usually pacing the perimeter of the 
protesters’ pen with a sign that told the number of people who 
had been exonerated from death row when they were found 
to be innocent. Sometimes there would be large crowds at the 
vigils, while other nights it would just be Ed and a few others. 
But no matter what the conditions — rain or shine, bitter cold 
or sweltering, mosquito-infested heat — and no matter who 
was being executed, Ed was there. 

I remember one particular rainy night in March, just 
before Holy Week, outside of death row, when only three 
of us — Ed Weir, Mary Sinclair and I — turned up for an 
execution vigil. This was my third vigil, but it was my first 
time experiencing a major delay in carrying out the execution 
due to a last-minute appeal. As the hours passed, I stopped 
being able to feel my feet due to the cold, and I entertained 
the thought of suggesting that we call it a night and go back 
to our warm homes. But as I looked at Ed, I realized that the 
thought of leaving would never cross his mind. I saw in him 
the calm resolve that comes with knowing that he was exactly 
where he was supposed to be. I saw in him the fierce deter-
mination that comes with knowing for certain that there was 
nothing that would make him abandon the prisoner who was 
strapped to the cross in a room just up the road, in his hour of 
greatest need. Ed stayed at the prison for over six hours that 
night, until the coroner’s van passed us with the body of the 
executed prisoner. Only then did Ed lift his cold, stiff body off 
his chair and head home to await the resurrection.

Ed’s last week on earth was in a beautiful hospice facil-
ity, where an amazing staff of nurses and volunteers cared for 
him and his family in ways that brought them great comfort 
and peace of mind. My friend Emma Stitt wrote this to me 
that week, acknowledging two of Ed’s great loves, birding 
and Dairy Queen Blizzards: “I hope that Ed Weir is sur-
rounded by bird feeders and hooked up to a Dairy Queen IV. 
That’s what hospice is like, right?” She was not far off: The 
window of his room offered wonderful views of a bird-filled 
landscape, and his last meal was none other than a Peanut 
Butter Cookie Dough Smash Blizzard — his all-time favorite 
— fed to him by his beloved wife, Lora.

As the news spread among Ed’s prisoner friends that he 
was dying, some of them sent messages to me to read aloud 
to him. This one in particular made Ed, and everyone else in 
his hospice room, both laugh and cry: “Ed, there’s no one I’ve 
known since my time on death row who gave more of him-
self than you! When we needed you to make a call, go visit 
a family member, or just needed your ear to listen to our dry 
jokes or our sob stories about how we were always screwing 
things up with the women in our lives, you would do it. I want 
you to know that you’re one of a kind and I will always keep 
you on my heart.”

The morning after Ed died, I turned on my iPod shuffle 
to listen to some soothing music. As I looked out into the tree-
filled landscape surrounding New Hope House, which I often 
refer to as “Ed’s Woods,” Henryk Górecki’s Symphony No. 
3 began to play. I first heard this extraordinary piece of music 
when I was a hospice volunteer many years ago — a nurse 
would play it for patients who had no visitors. It embodies 
hope and joy, yearning and loss, darkness and light, and ulti-
mately peace. If ever there was a soundtrack for crossing over 

to the other side to be fully with God, that symphony surely 
must be it. That morning I was struck by how Symphony No. 
3 is the ideal soundtrack for Ed’s life — equal parts intense 
passion and quiet love.  

As I listened to Górecki’s music swell into a loud fervor 
before transitioning to soft, healing notes, I was reminded of 
how, after an execution, Ed would often take an ax and swing 
it over and over again into a stump or a tree on our property. 
In my imagination, I saw Górecki’s radiant soprano, whose 
voice can only be described as other-worldly, watching Ed 
with his ax, as she sang: 

Where has he gone,
My dearest son?
Killed by the harsh enemy…
In the name of the Holy God,
Tell me why you killed
My dear son.

Every time a prisoner was executed in Georgia, Ed felt 
it deeply, as if he had lost his own child to a senseless act of 
violence. The ax was his outlet, and he used it to send waves 
of bitterness, anger and frustration into his tree of choice. With 
each blow, some of his rage over state-sanctioned murder 
would leave his body, and soon he would feel calm enough 
to rejoin our guests at New Hope House — the family and 
friends of the executed prisoner — and continue to shepherd 
them gently through their grief.  

Because of Ed Weir’s life’s work as a radical disciple of 
Jesus, the woods surrounding New Hope House will continue 
to absorb the pain and suffering caused by the death penalty, 
and the houses that he helped to build here will continue to 
provide the space for loving hospitality for those who need it. 
And as Ed rests in peace and power with our God of Love, 
he can be assured that his legacy is alive in me and so many 
others who will be there until that last coroner’s van passes us 
with the body of the final executed prisoner. Only then can we 
all go home to await the resurrection.  W

Mary Catherine Johnson lives at New Hope House, where 
she provides hospitality for Georgia’s death row prisoners 
and their families. (mcjohnson78@ yahoo.com)
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The Soulmaking Room
 

By Dee Dee Risher
Foreword by Shane Claiborne

Upper Room Books
210 pagesReviewed by Rosalie Riegle

In this hectic time, when the news from Washington 
instills fear in our country and around the world, perhaps it’s 
time to step back, breathe deeply and take stock. Reading Dee 
Dee Risher’s marvelous new book can bring us to do that. It 
calls us to ponder our own stories and learn how the inevi-
table failures in our lives can shape us into our best selves. As 
Dee Dee writes, life is only a vale of tears if we don’t let God 
work on our failures and make it instead a vale of soulmak-
ing. The poet John Keats gave us the word and Dee Dee 
fleshes it out.

She grows this idea by exploring her own life, looking 
both backward and forward from her middle years and relat-
ing her soulmaking to the story of the Shunnamite woman 
who constructs a holy upper room for the prophet Elisha. At 
times this trope works well; at times it is lost in the fascinating 
details of Dee Dee’s life and the introspections they encour-
age in the reader.

The book is full of questions, all examined resolutely 
through the lens of race, class and gender, although gender 
doesn’t seem to have presented the ongoing problems to Dee 
Dee that race and class do: Who are my people and where do 
I come from? How can we both honor those places of origin 
and leave that which keeps us from soulmaking? How can 

we make meaning out of the events of our lives, find growth 
through its failures and the loss of young dreams, and live in 
the now as we age? Dee Dee answers these queries in four 
sections: Living Among My Own People; Threshold and 
Door; Of Gifts, Losing, and Persistence; and Finding Our 
Own Face.

Chapter two begins her autobiography, when she tells us 
where she came from — a small South Carolina town rigid 
with racist, classist, sexist and religious boundaries, and an 
elite university where she didn’t fit into the career aspirations 
of her fellow students. Anyone growing up in the ‘60s or ear-
lier lived those rigidities, even in large urban centers, and even 
if they are diametrically opposite to hers. Dee Dee’s memory 
is analytical and honest and she invites ours to be as well. 

The Charismatic movement of the ‘60s divided the 
Lutheran congregation her parents had embraced, and 
initially confused Dee Dee as it seemed to instigate new 
“in” versus “out” boundaries instead of destroying them. So 
building more inclusive communities became one of her life 
works.

Unlike most of her classmates, Dee Dee’s “grad school” 
occurred in a rural health initiative in North Carolina, in 
D.C. with the Lutheran Volunteer Corps and in a visit to 
China. The latter gave her an eco-lesson in living with less 
that sustains her family to this day. Both the urban and rural 
experiences opened her eyes to the deep racial and class fis-
sures in the U.S. and she began to realize that “when we cross 
borders, we start to see ourselves.” So she crossed borders by 
moving to Philadelphia, meeting and marrying her husband, 
Will O’Brien, having children in her early forties and work-
ing for two decades at The Other Side. This magazine, which 
ceased publication in 2004, was left-leaning, ecumenical and 

social justice Christian, constantly calling its readers to “costly 
discipleship.” 

She and Will decide that their life together is to be 
shaped by the hope of what can be. They use that touchstone 
as they make decisions about living simply in a poor Black 
community, cultivating relationships across cultures, raising 
their two children to respect diversity and feminist ideals, and 
working for economic justice. During her tenure as editor at 
The Other Side, for example, all staff were paid according to 
their number of dependents rather than their position at the 
magazine. 

“Of Gifts, Loss, and Persistence” shows us that we 
learn most clearly who we are by our failures. Here Dee Dee 
comes to grips with the failure of many of her dreams. How 
do we ground ourselves again in hope when this happens? 
Much of this section is confessional. In these confessions, 
the guilt over the world we are leaving to our children and 
grandchildren looms large. Why can’t we DO something, 
the activist within me shouts. But the stark fact remains: No 
matter how many compost buckets we fill or gas-conserving 
vehicles we drive, only massive government intervention can 
save the planet. Dee Dee once wrote in her diary that “the 
greatest pain of all comes when we can’t protect our chil-
dren.” And we cannot protect our children from an unlivable 
future.

Part Four relinquishes Dee Dee’s narrative, returns to 
the metaphor of the Shunnamite story and asks how we can 
craft life from loss. If we can accept redemption and resur-
rection, and if we take our dead dreams to the upper room, 
it is through lying on them as Elisha did with the Shunem’s 
dead son that we will live. For our failures are a necessary 
part of our redemption, the only way we can really know our 
true selves. We can refuse to say that everything’s fine when 
it isn’t and instead grieve our wounded self and the dreams 
that will never be fulfilled. Only then can we find the way to 
persevere.

In this finding, gratitude will be our helpmeet. Dee Dee 
tells us that gratitude is the “alchemist that works with our 
griefs to shape us into the selves we were meant to be.” It is 
discipline, but it is also pure gift, and can replace the anxiety 
that naturally increases with age. Dee Dee doesn’t mention 
Brother David Steindl-Rast (http://gratefulness.org/brother-
david/about-brother-david/) but she could have. His practice 

of gratitude helps us to develop the habit. 
Visiting in Guatemala in the ‘80s, Dee Dee heard a 

priest who first worked with the poor and then became one of 
them, leaving his vestments to become a subsistence farmer. 
He spoke anonymously for reasons of safety, and told his 
audience: “Faith is not an abstract question. It is an action car-
ried out. … Life is a free gift of God. We live only once. Put it 
behind things that matter.” 

Dee Dee has done that — at The Other Side, with her 
husband and family, at the Alternative Seminary of Philadel-
phia and in other seminal publication endeavors. One has the 
feeling that the doing is not finished, but that it will be differ-
ent now, perhaps less public and more prayerful, with more 
time spent in the upper room. She concludes her story — not 
surprisingly, when I think about it — with the wisdom of the 
19th-century French nun St. Therese of Lisieux, a saint also 
beloved of Dorothy Day. Reading her one day on a retreat, 
Dee Dee learned the simple wisdom of the young saint: “God 
adores us and all we have to do is love him back.” 

“Do small things with great love,” Dee Dee journaled. 
“Keep moving in that great love.” I found myself journal-
ing as I read this wonderful book. Perhaps you will, as well. 
Grace and blessings.  W

Rosalie Riegle is a grandmother, oral historian and Catholic 
Worker, although she no longer lives in community. She is an 
emerita in English from Saginaw Valley State University in 
Michigan. Now living in Evanston, Illinois and active with 
Su Casa Catholic Worker on the South Side of Chicago, 
Rosalie’s latest books are Doing Time for Peace: Resistance, 
Family, and Community, and Crossing the Line: Nonviolent 
Resisters Speak Out for Peace. (riegle@swsu.edu)

Shaping Our Souls Through Failure

Who are my people and where do I come from? 
How can we both honor those places of origin 
and leave that which keeps us from soulmaking? 
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donation to the Open Door Community.

HOSPITALITY

name__________________________

address_________________________ 

_______________________________

_______________________________

email___________________________

phone__________________________

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:
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God Dwells in the Sanctuary  continued on page 6

By Heather Bargeron

O God, you are my God, I seek you,
my soul thirsts for you;
my flesh faints for you, 
as in a dry and weary land where there is no water.
So I have looked upon you in the sanctuary,
beholding your power and glory.
 Psalm 63:1-2 NRSV

The term “sanctuary” is getting a lot of play in the media 
and in the political realm these days. Philadelphia, where I 
live, and many other so-called “sanctuary cities” across the 
country were targeted in one of the flurry of Executive Orders 
issued by President Trump in his first week in office. The 
order threatens to withhold federal funding from those cities 
where local police will not cooperate with U.S. Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) to hold immigrants sus-
pected of being undocumented. Soon after, the Pennsylvania 
State Senate passed a bill to penalize sanctuary cities like Phil-
adelphia by cutting off all state grants. That bill awaits a vote 
in the State House, but it is more pointed than Trump’s order 
and could mean a loss of as much as $638 billion for Philadel-
phia, including funding for schools and human services.

Meanwhile, over 1,000 Philadelphians are being trained 
for a “Sanctuary in the Streets” movement. This is a rapid 
response effort in the event of an immigration raid on some-
one’s home. Volunteers show up at the site of the raid, hold 
a vigil of prayer and song, and offer comfort to the affected 
family and neighbors. The intent is to bear witness to the real-
ity of our unjust immigration policy that is tearing families 
apart, and to “bring sanctuary” to a family’s home in the midst 
of such a terrorizing event.

And on a national scale, hundreds of communities of 
faith across the country are declaring themselves as sanctu-
ary space for immigrants who are at risk of being deported. 
They follow in the tradition of the Sanctuary movement of the 
1980s, in which many churches harbored refugees from the 
U.S.-sponsored civil wars in Central America. At a minimum, 
these new sanctuary congregations are making a symbolic 
show of solidarity with those targeted by Trump’s anti-immi-
grant policies. And those faith communities who actually 
offer physical sanctuary to undocumented immigrants could 
face prosecution for harboring those whom the federal gov-
ernment views as criminals. 

So why has sanctuary, a concept with deep biblical 
roots, captured the imagination and the ire of many Ameri-

cans at this time? And why is the idea of sanctuary such a 
threatening notion to those in political power?

I think it’s instructive to look at the biblical origins of 
sanctuary. In the Hebrew Scriptures, the sanctuary refers to a 
place of worship, a holy place set apart to encounter the pres-
ence of Yahweh. It was a place that the priests were allowed to 
enter only after making the proper preparations and sacrifices 
to atone for the sins of the people. The sacredness of God’s 
sanctuary had to be protected from the profane acts of the 
community. The writer of Exodus dedicates no less than three 
chapters to the elaborate instructions for how the priests were 
to cleanse and dress themselves to enter the sanctuary and 
to handle the utensils found there without contaminating the 
holy space. (Exodus 28-30) 

Yet the sanctuary was not in some isolated location cut 
off from the people. In fact, the intent and design of God’s 
tabernacle was for it to be portable. While the Israelites are on 
the run from Egypt through the desert, God instructs Moses to 
have the people construct a sanctuary that is mobile “so that I 
may dwell among them.” (Exodus 25:8) God’s express desire 
is to dwell with those people who are fleeing the persecution 

and violence of Empire. God is not bound to one place or 
set apart to be protected from the community. God’s intent is 
to accompany God’s people who are longing for safety and 
liberation.

I think of those thousands of women, children and men 
who, like the Israelites, travel across deserts from El Salvador, 
Honduras, Guatemala, Mexico, Sudan, Syria and many oth-
ers. Their souls thirst and their bodies faint as they wander 
through a dry and waterless land, often fleeing unspeakable 
terror. Psalm 63 reminds us that God’s power and glory show 
up to those who are weary, to those whose bodies and souls 
have been crushed by the powers of violence and death. 
God’s presence is with those who have wandered in the 
desert. The sanctuary occurs wherever God meets those who 
have longed, hungered and thirsted to find home.

The prophets and Jesus clarify that God’s sanctuary 
is made holy not by rituals of purity, but by the practice of 
justice. “Maintain justice, and do what is right, for soon my 

salvation will come, and my deliverance be revealed,” God 
tells the prophet Isaiah. “Do not let the foreigner joined to 
the Lord say, ‘The Lord will surely separate me from his 
people.’” (Isaiah 56:1, 3) The requirements for entrance into 
God’s holy presence are not based on ethnic identity or cul-
tural rites, but the keeping of God’s commandments. Isaiah 
goes on, “Everyone who keeps the Sabbath and does not pro-
fane it, and holds fast my covenant — these I will bring to my 
holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer.” 
(56:6) Anyone who lives out the covenant of love and libera-
tion is welcome into the sanctuary of God.

Jesus’ teaching and life also point to the worship of 
God as the practice of radical hospitality and justice within 
the community, not the protection of its borders. Jesus spent 
most of his time with those considered unclean — the sick, 
foreigners, adulterers and tax collectors. On one occasion, the 
Pharisees challenge his disciples for not properly washing 
their hands before a meal. Jesus responds, “There is nothing 
outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that 
come out are what defile.” (Mark 7:15) Using the physical 
body as a metaphor for the body politic of Israel, Jesus points 

out that these purity codes are powerless to protect the health 
of the community. What matters is what is in one’s heart 
— the core values that drive a person or a people.

This is perhaps one of the most radical teachings of 
the prophets and the gospel. Maintaining the integrity of the 
community is not about protecting ourselves from the ethnic, 
religious, or class “other.” Those boundaries are a subterfuge 
for maintaining the power and privilege of a few. But when 
our community reflects compassion, hospitality, and justice, 
then God is in the midst. God shows up when a place to rest 
is offered to the weary, when food is shared among hungry 
folks, when the sick are cared for and when welcome and 
comfort are offered to those who grieve and fear for their 
lives. The sanctuary is holy space precisely because it is a 
reflection of God’s radical welcome and justice. God dwells 
in the sanctuary when sanctuary is offered and received.

God Dwells in the Sanctuary

God shows up when a place to rest is offered to the weary, 
when food is shared among hungry folks, when the sick are cared for 

and when welcome and comfort are offered to those 
who grieve and fear for their lives. 
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Living into God’s Dream
Dismantling Racism in America

Edited by Catherine Meeks

Foreword by Jim Wallis

Morehouse Publishing
160 pagesReviewed by Nibs Stroupe

As I was reading Living into God’s Dream: Dismantling 
Racism in America, the fine book edited by Dr. Catherine 
Meeks, my mind kept returning to Ephesians 6:10-20. In 
these verses, the author of Ephesians indicates that the Chris-
tian journey will be one where we do battle with spiritual 
powers. These are powers deeper and broader and wider than 
any individual will or imagination, or even any community 
will or imagination. In regard to dismantling racism, Cath-
erine Meeks’ book reminds us that engagement with racism 
is individual and personal, communal, structural, institutional 
and political. We will need a multi-faceted approach to begin 
dismantling it. The engagement with a power this deep and 
broad is likely why the author of Ephesians uses images of a 
Roman warrior getting ready for battle. The journey to dis-
mantle racism is difficult, covers many fronts and must be a 
communal effort. It is a difficult fight for all of our lives.

Meeks and seven more authors invite us into a conver-
sation on race, hoping that it will be like the conversation that 
Jesus had with the Samaritan woman at the well in John 4 
— that it will change our lives and begin to re-orient us away 
from captivity to racism, toward the Beloved Community. 
Some of the articles are based on the Episcopal Diocese of 
Atlanta’s commendable work on dismantling racism, and the 
principles and insights in this book are applicable to all of us 
in America. 

For those of us whites who hope for a daylong work-
shop to end racism, there are no delusions or sentimentality 
here about the depth and power of race. As my colleague Dr. 
Luther Smith writes in his article about the complaints that 

Black Lives Matter is inflammatory and “un-American,” he 
reminds us about the American realities of “enslaved Africans, 
broken treaties and wars against Native American peoples, 
abuse of Chinese and Mexican immigrant workers. … Rac-
ism persists because its oppressive tenets are woven through-
out the whole fabric of American history.” (p.2) He also notes 
the “wages of whiteness,” the idea throughout American 
history that those classified as white have given up many 
benefits, economic and otherwise, in order to become and stay 
“white.” We have seen that phenomenon most recently in the 
presidential election of 2016: The majority of white people 
demonstrated that we continue to believe that rich white men 
will rescue us, rather than believing that solidarity with our kin 
of all racial categories will bring us hope and salvation.

These articles remind us of at least three important 
dynamics of sitting down at the well with Jesus to engage the 
power of race in our lives. First, we who are classified as white 
learned this classification — with all its implications of white 
supremacy and the inferiority of all others — from decent and 
loving white people. This speaks to us of the complexity of 

Sitting Down at the Well With Jesus

I recently attended an event on anti-racist strategies for 
community organizing. Blanca Pacheco, a community orga-
nizer with New Sanctuary Movement of Philadelphia, spoke 
powerfully to the audience of mostly white activists. She said 
that with all of the new attention on sanctuary, she’s been 
thinking a lot about what it means. She said, “We can’t call 
for sanctuary in our streets, in our churches, or in our homes 
without first creating sanctuary in our hearts. Are we prepared 
to offer sanctuary to the ‘other’ in our hearts?” Creating sanc-
tuary is a spiritual journey as much as it is physical. It requires 
heart-searching on our parts as individuals and communities. 
Are we prepared to confront our own fears and prejudice in 
order to make way for the presence of the Holy One? Are we 
ready to encounter the power and glory of God in those we 
have considered “other”?

This aspect of sanctuary is precisely what is so threaten-
ing to the power establishment, and to folks like myself classi-
fied as white American citizens. Sanctuary proclaims that we 
only discover holiness and goodness when we welcome the 
stranger. The belief system that undergirds the anti-immigrant 
Executive Orders, the anti-sanctuary cities bills, and the con-
struction of a border wall is that America is holy ground and 
its holiness can only be preserved by keeping out those per-
ceived as profane. We are led to believe, by the Trump admin-
istration and by a white supremacist system, that if we create 
and defend boundaries to protect our nation, we will maintain 

this issue. Second, we must all come to the stuff of recogni-
tion in the system of race. None of us, especially those of us 
who are white, escape its power, so for all of those Millenni-
als who believe that this system is dead or dying, please come 
to the well of this book and engage it. Third, as powerful and 
overwhelming as racism is, we are reminded here that the 
Gospel and the Spirit of God are more powerful, and that 
God is actively working in our lives to dismantle its power. 

The authors deal with both the individual and the 
communal aspects of engaging and seeking to overcome 
the power of race. I was especially impressed with Meeks’ 
reminder to those who believe that race is a myth, and thus is 
robbed of its power. Race is not based in science or biology 
or even culture, but its reality and oppressive power remain 
strong nevertheless. She urges us all to step back from the 
idea of “colorblindness” and from the rush to reconciliation. 
There are simply no easy answers in seeking to overcome the 
power of race in our lives as individuals and communities. It 
is a spiritual power and must be engaged in that way. These 
articles show us a foundation of steps that can be taken to 
begin this conversation with Jesus at the well, and sugges-
tions for what steps to take when the stuff of recognition hits 
us and, like the Samaritan woman, we want to run to tell oth-
ers about this new salvific power.  

Because of its poetic power, Bishop Robert Wright’s 
“The American South Is Our Holy Land,” took the discussion 
to another level. He proclaims that all of us need to come to 
Jesus on this issue, and that while all of America is involved, 
the South is the Jerusalem for the power of race, both the 
redemptive power of the biblical image of Jerusalem and for 
the Temple captivity of Jerusalem that Jesus came to engage 
and reform and change. As we watch our democracy tremble 
in these days, this book will go a long way in showing us the 
steps to take to try to redeem the day. Thank you, Catherine 
Meeks and friends!  W

Nibs Stroupe is a longtime friend of the Open Door Commu-
nity. He recently retired as pastor of Oakhurst Presbyterian 
Church in Decatur, GA. (nibs.stroupe@gmail.com)

its holiness. But, just as was true in Jesus’ day, these policies of 
purity only serve to amass power among a few and increase 
the oppression of the most vulnerable. What the practice of 
sanctuary exhibits is that security is not won through fear, and 
holiness is not won by demonizing the poor and the foreigner. 
Sanctuary is threatening because it proclaims that God desires 
to dwell among those who have been classified as other, as 
criminals, as terrorists. 

As I write these words, I hear the sound of the saw 
and the hammer as Timothy works to renovate an efficiency 
apartment in our house at the Vine and Fig Tree community. 
This is a space we have committed to hospitality for a person 
or a family in need of short-term housing. It’s what Dorothy 
Day would have called a Christ room, a place to receive the 

presence of God mediated through the stranger. We pray that 
when it is complete, this apartment may be a sanctuary, a holy 
space, a place where those whose souls thirst and flesh faints 
may find (and may bring) the glory and power of God in our 
midst. As Blanca reminded me, the preparation we have to 
do is not just in our house, but in our hearts. Even while we 
stand up against racist and fear-based policies in our nation, 
are we ready to encounter our own fears and biases when 

we welcome a stranger into our home and our lives? Are we 
prepared to meet the presence of the Holy One who dwells 
among those who wander in the desert and long for freedom? 
I pray that we will be and that our hearts and our home may 
be transformed into a sanctuary.  W

Heather Bargeron was a Resident Volunteer and then mem-
ber of the Open Door worship community for more than a 
decade. She is now a member of the Open Door board of 
directors. She lives in Philadelphia at the Vine and Fig Tree 
Community (vineandfigtree.wixsite.com/vineandfigtree) and 
works for Project HOME, a homeless outreach and afford-
able housing development organization. (hbargeron@gmail.
com)

God Dwells in the Sanctuary  continued from page 5

Are we prepared to meet the presence of the Holy One 
who dwells among those who wander in the desert and long for freedom? 



Michelle Dick
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By Peter Gathje

I asked a guest the other day, “Why are you so quiet?” 
He’s usually quite outgoing and engaged, but this morning he 
sat on a bench seemingly in a different world. “I’m holding 
my tears in,” he said. Then he explained, “I fractured this arm 
a few years ago. On cold days like this one it aches. My old 
broken bone hurts.”

“Those hurts from the past never really go away, do 
they?” I said. “Nope,” he replied. “Not in the body. Not in the 
heart.” We reminisced a bit about old wounds that never go 
away. “You see this scar on my finger?” I offered. “I nearly 
cut this off in a mower.” “It still tingle?” the guest asked, and 
then continued, “I about smashed this finger between two 
I-beams when I was working construction. That sucker still 
don’t feel right.”

As I age, I am more aware of the old wounds I carry in 
my body. Those who come to Manna House as guests seem 
to carry more than their fair share of old bodily wounds. I 
think of one guest who each day slowly and methodically 
walks up our ramp (he avoids the stairs), leaning heavily on 
a walking stick. Another guest always takes the stairs, but he 
shouldn’t. He’s fallen there a few times. His legs and hips are 
stiff from the ravages of accidents and time. And we have 
several guests who are just not right in the head, and almost 
always I find out they had some severe head injury in their 
past. 

Beyond these old physical wounds (and sometimes con-
nected with them), I have yet to meet a guest, or a volunteer 
for that matter, who does not ache from some old spiritual 
wound, a broken heart, a fractured soul. We all have those 
memories by the time we get to a certain age — memories of 
loved ones lost to death, memories of a crucial relationship 
ended, memories of betrayal. We get cracked open, laid bare 
in our souls, and we are left wondering if life is worth living.

Most of our guests at Manna House carry old wounds 
that come from even deeper cuts. Orphaned at an early age 
and passed from foster home to foster home before end-
ing up on the streets. Tossed out by family for being gay or 
transgendered. Mental illness left untreated, or treated only 

sporadically because of poverty. The memories of the wounds 
of poverty: hunger, constantly being evicted and moving from 
one place to another, never really having a home or a neigh-
borhood to call one’s own, battles with vermin, violence and 
violence threatened, poor schooling. And once on the streets, 
the wounds of constant harassment, physical violence, rape, 

addictions, abuse, imprisonment, always looking for work but 
never finding steady employment, standing in lines, bad food, 
hearing the judging yells from passing cars. These are wounds 
that cut deep in the soul. 

Just like old physical wounds flare up from time to time, 
so, too, do old spiritual wounds. Cold damp weather makes 
my joints ache. But those old spiritual wounds open up less 
predictably. Sometimes I catch a whiff of cigarette smoke and 
the hole left by my Dad’s death opens up. I hear a particular 
song and I feel the hurt of a relationship that ended. I reach out 
to make a phone call and then catch myself and remember the 
ache from the loss of a friend who died. 

Old Wounds
Feeling old wounds presents me with a choice about 

how to live. Psalm 56 tells me, “O God, You have taken 
account of my wanderings; put my tears in Your bottle. Are 
they not in Your book?” God takes in my tears from my old 
wounds and draws me to compassion. For what is God but 
the promise of love being stronger than death, of life continu-
ing beyond this earthly time?

I could become embittered by old wounds. I could rage 
against the past and how it distorts the present. I could seek to 
avoid any suffering in the future by closing myself off from 
the risk of love and relationship. Or in this faith in a loving 
God, I can find in these old wounds the seeds for a continual 
growth in compassion. This latter choice, to respond to the 
wounds in my life by seeing in them my connection with 
God and my solidarity with the wounds in others, leads me 
in faith to reach out in compassion. This is how God is most 
life-giving. 

A few days ago, Kathleen told me about one recent 
morning at Manna House. A faithful donor came in with 
some clothes as part of her generous donation. The donor 
started to explain that the clothes were from her husband. 
He had died last fall. She explained that she is finally getting 
around to saying goodbye to his clothes. A volunteer who 
had lost her husband two years ago came out of the clothing 

room. “I heard what you said. I didn’t mean to listen in, but as 
one widow to another I just wanted to give you a hug.” They 
embraced in tears. The old wounds watered compassion.  W

Peter Gathje is a professor and Academic Dean at 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 Com-
munity (2006) and edited A Work of Hospitality: The Open 
Door Reader 1982 – 2002. (pgathje@memphisseminary.edu)

God takes in my tears from my old wounds and draws me to compassion. 
For what is God but the promise of love being stronger than death, 
of life continuing beyond this earthly time?

Raising Our Voices, Breaking the Chain
The Imperial Hotel Occupation as Prophetic Politics

By Terry Easton

Terry Easton is Associate Professor of English in the College of Arts and Letters at the University of North Georgia. His dissertation on Atlanta’s day laborers, 
Temporary Work, Contingent Lives: Race, Immigration, and Transformations of Atlanta’s Daily Work, Daily Pay, won the Constance Coiner Dissertation Award of the 
Working Class Studies Association. In addition to holding a firm commitment to bridging the chasm between the academy and the streets, he strives to 

eradicate classism in America.

Raising Our Voices, Breaking the Chain is an authentic, powerful, moving retelling of an epic time in the history of Atlanta when the issue of homelessness 
was taken to another level because homeless activists and advocates said, “Enough is enough,” and occupied the Imperial Hotel. This occupation caused the city 
fathers and business community to rethink how they addressed the issue of homelessness, and, if only for a season, housing the homeless and affordable housing 
was on the lips of the powerful. A once-perceived voiceless and powerless people were empowered and changed the housing landscape of Atlanta. This book is 

a must-read for anyone who believes that the power of the people can change the discourse and direction of a city.
— Rev. Timothy McDonald III, Pastor, First Iconium Baptist Church, Atlanta

The Open Door Community Press 
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If funds are not available, copies will be sent at no expense. 
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violence on April 4, 1968. 
Those whose eyes are opened 

by the Black Jesus will see Dr. King’s 
sermon through the eyes of Jesus’ 
weeping lament over Jerusalem: “If 
you had only recognized the things 
that make for peace! But now they 
are hidden from your eyes.” (Luke 
19: 41f)

Fifty years after Dr. King’s ser-
mon to America, his prophetic word 
pleads to be heard and his witness 
begs to be seen. Yet we choose to let 
it be hidden from our eyes in 2017 as 
in 1967.

At least since 9/11, America’s 
way of war is permanent war, reveal-
ing the deeper malady of a sickness 
that oozes poison as an open wound 
refusing healing. We choose the fal-
lacy and failure of Just War become 
permanent war in three ways: 

First, we pursue war as our 
ultimate answer to everything 
— presuming that “we” are good 
and “they” are evil. Yet we choose 
to remain deaf to Einstein’s warning, 
“We cannot solve problems with the 
same thinking that created them.” 

Second, we fail to count the 
real costs of war — $4.8 trillion and 
counting (Watson Institute of Interna-
tional and Public Affairs, Brown Uni-
versity), not counting human costs of 
a million deaths, millions displaced, 
physical-mental-moral injury, racism, 
sexism, capitalism, homelessness, 
imprisonment, instilling and stimulat-
ing terrorism and torture, dysfunctional infrastructure, corrup-
tion and distrust, destroyed ancient artifacts and more — with 
no end in sight. 

Yet we choose to remain dumb to Eisenhower’s warn-
ing, “Every gun that is made, every warship launched, every 
rocket fired signifies, in the final sense, theft from those who 

hunger and are not fed, those who are cold and not clothed. 
This world in arms is not spending money alone. It is spend-
ing the sweat of its laborers, the genius of its scientists, the 
hopes of its children. This is not a way of life at all in any true 
sense. Under the cloud of threatening war, it is humanity hang-
ing from a cross of iron.”

Third, we are mired in endless war we can’t win and 
can’t lose, where we can’t stay and can’t leave — permanent 
war by definition, exposing forever the fallacy of Just War as 
just war. It is our malady of militarism fed by an insatiable and 
insane need for an enemy on whom to inflict asymmetrical 
warfare rooted in the hubris of American exceptionalism 
and entitlement in the name of white patriarchal Christian 
supremacy. 

Yet we choose to remain blind to countless revelations of 
the lie of war since King’s sermon, e.g., Mark Danner, Spiral: 
Trapped in the Forever War; David Swanson, War is a Lie; 
Rosa Brooks, How Everything Became War and the Military 
Became Everything.  

Even deeper than the malady of militarism, Dr. King 
was speaking to the soul of America and the human soul. War 
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Just Peace: Militarism in the American Malady  continued from page 1

is soul-numbing to nation and citizen. War exaggerates our 
good intentions and blinds us to our own self-serving shadow 
and sin. This is true for our national as well as our personal 
psyche and spirit. 

Ancient mystics and contemporary spiritual guides help 
us confront our spiritual blindness, false self, deep shadow, 

and self-serving hubris. Without knowing our false self 
we cannot live into our True Self. Without seeing our deep 
shadow we cannot know who we really are, created in God’s 
image. Without confronting our heinous hubris we cannot 
live with humility and honesty. Without letting go of our 
violence we cannot embody nonviolence. Without rejecting 
the lie of Just War we cannot envision and embody Jesus’ 
Just Peace. 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., with the Risen Jesus, is 
our life-giving spiritual guide confronting our three-fold 
American malady of racism, materialism and militarism. Our 
personal and national question today is the same as 50 years 
ago: Will we heed or kill our spiritual guide and prophet of 
the Black Jesus?  W

After 40 years of Mennonite Church ministry that included 
community, pastoral and peace ministries, Weldon Nisly cur-
rently devotes himself in “retirement” to Contemplative Just 
Peacebuilding and work with Christian Peacemaker Teams. 
He is a Benedictine Oblate. His life is devoted to the abolition 
of war. (nislyweldon@gmail.com)

Even deeper than the malady of militarism, 
Dr. King was speaking to the soul of America and the human soul. 

Bob Fitch

John Overmyer

Dear Ed,
I am continuing in prayer for Murphy, and also for 

you and Hannah. We also continue to lift Murphy up in 
prayer on the front porch at Manna House when we pray 
with our guests before opening. We have two volunteers 
who are in struggles with cancer right now. Their treat-
ments keep them away from Manna House. We have 
enough help but we miss them.

Donald Trump loves Andrew Jackson. That seems 
appropriate and indicative of the trouble this nation has 
been in for a long time. I am on the board of an organiza-
tion here that helps people on the streets get into and 
stay in housing. Funds making that possible are going to 
be cut and homelessness will increase like it did under 
Reagan.

But Easter is coming.
I drafted and got the faculty and administration at 

Memphis Theological Seminary to issue this statement. It 
got changed around a little bit but still worth getting out I 
think. As I become Dean, I will do more of this.
  Much love,
   Pete Gathje
   Memphis, Tennessee

A Commitment of Solidarity with 
Undocumented Persons and Refugees 
March 15, 2017

As the faculty and administration of Memphis Theo-
logical Seminary, we seek to live out our shared commit-
ment to “embody God’s mission of redemption, justice, 
and peace in service to the new creation in Jesus Christ” 
(Vision Statement of MTS). Consistent with this mission, 
we stand in solidarity with undocumented persons and 
refugees who seek sanctuary in the United States.

As people of Christian faith, we affirm the central-
ity of welcoming the stranger, following the teaching of 
Jesus, “Whatever you do unto the least of these, you do 
unto me” (Matthew 25:31-46). We confess that we all are 
in need of welcome. Because of our faith, we welcome 
others as Christ has welcomed us (Romans 15:7). We also 
recognize that each person is created in the image of God 
(Genesis 1:27). Therefore, each person deserves dignity 
and respect. We are called to welcome all irrespective of 
race, class, creed, or country of origin.

While we recognize the responsibility of our leaders 
to implement the laws of our nation, we urge that those 
laws be administered humanely, so as not to divide fami-
lies, destroy basic human dignity, and deny refugees the 
welcome our nation, at its best, has extended to vulnerable 
persons.

As a seminary community committed to scholar-
ship, piety, and justice, we celebrate our participation in 
the global church. We are committed to interfaith dialogue 
and intercultural engagement in service to the God who 
made of one blood all the peoples of the earth.

Dr. Peter R. Gathje
Associate Dean
Memphis Theological Seminary


