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Integration

March 7, 2010

©Rev. Sally B. White

Reading:  Two selections from the writings of the Rev. Mark Morrison-Reed, from his book In Between: Memoir of an Integration Baby.

I believe that when one soul encounters another, race is a tissue, a thin rather than substantive barrier.  The dying don’t care about the color of my skin when I hold their hand.  The suicidal don’t reject my counsel because I am black.  My bleary-eyed jogging partners couldn’t care less as we groan about our aches and pains, our children and spouses.  Days go by when the thought I am a black man never crosses my mind.  Sometimes I am allowed to be simply me… [In Between p. 216]

Reconciliation requires truth, for truth-telling creates a relational foundation that people can rely on, while denial, falsehood, and avoidance undermine authentic connection.  Exposing our wounds to one another, which is what we do when we share our stories, evokes compassion and builds trust.  When we trust, we become more willing to risk, and one cannot love without risking, for love asks that you enter into another’s experience. [In Between pp. 215-216]
Sermon:  When Mark Morrison-Reed was ordained to the Unitarian Universalist ministry on May 7, 1979, he was the eighteenth black minister since 1888 to serve in this religious movement.  He was the second regularly settled Afro-American reared within the faith.  The membership of this movement he still serves was then, and is now, 97.5 percent white.

As part of his academic preparation for ministry, Mark found himself driven to know what he was up against, and so he set out to track down his black ministerial predecessors, to hear their stories, to understand their experiences.  His doctoral thesis, later published as a book, was called “Black Pioneers in a White Denomination.”  [hold up the book]  It grew out of two questions that gave rise to his action plan for serving in the ministry.  The questions were: Given my chosen vocation as a minister in a white denomination, how can I serve the black community?  And, second, how can I inform the Unitarian Universalist tradition through the black experience.

Last year, Mark published another book, called In Between: Memoir of an Integration Baby.  [hold up the book]  Perhaps it is a complement to Black Pioneers, for Black Pioneers appeared as Mark was entering parish ministry, and In Between appeared as he was retiring from the parish.  But not retiring from ministry, and not from service in this Unitarian Universalist movement, for Mark is now traveling widely, sharing his own story in churches, in community colleges, at General Assembly.  Two weeks from yesterday, Mark will be up the road from us in Greenville, keynote speaker at the Eastern North Carolina cluster meeting for Unitarian Universalist congregations.  Perhaps you will join me there, and we can hear him tell his story, and we may dare to enter into his experience.

Far be it from me to speak for Mark Morrison-Reed.  His story is unique – as each of our stories is unique, and it deserves to be told and heard in his own voice.  But I would like to share with you some of my impressions of his story, and some of my reactions to reading it.  For his story is told with scrupulous honesty, with the courage to expose his wounds as well as his journey towards healing.  And so his story, while unique, is also universal, as are all heartfelt and honest stories.

A gentle, perceptive, thoughtful boy, Mark Reed struggled to fit in in the black neighborhoods in South Side Chicago where he spent his childhood.  Even as a child he recognized the cruel hierarchies of toughness and daring, athletic prowess and sophistication that ruled the schoolyard and the streets.  But for a young black boy, there is more.  Mark’s parents were well educated – his father held a PhD in nuclear chemistry and worked at the Argonne National Laboratory; his mother was a social worker and worked for Illinois Children’s Home and Aid Society, “advocating,” in his words, “for needy children.”  Later she taught at the University of Chicago.  But in the 1950s there were few neighborhoods in Chicago where a middle-class black couple could buy a house and raise their children.  Mark always felt uneasy riding the El between downtown and home, through dirty, rundown neighborhoods; past dilapidated buildings and bare yards and broken glass and hopeless people.  His mother held her children to a high standard of speech and manners “Because that’s the way well-mannered children behave,” and “Because you’re a Negro and you’ll never amount to anything if you don’t try harder and act better than white folks.” [p. 26].  And overlain on all that is a complicated calculus of skin color and hair texture that is never overtly taught, but that pervades the lives of Afro-Americans to this day.  Even his younger brother Philip ranked higher in the pecking order than dark-skinned, curly-haired Mark did.  Mark’s heroes were Superman, Batman, and Flash because they were everything he wasn’t: “powerful, fast, smart, and white.”  He thought he hated his life.  Later, he would come to understand, “What I really hated was the skin I was trapped within.” [p. 33].
In his book, Mark takes us inside that skin.  When he was five years old, his family joined the First Unitarian Society of Chicago.  In Sunday School, in the children’s choir, and later in the youth group, Mark found a fragile sense of camaraderie and acceptance – or at least, a respite from hostility.

When he was a young teenager the family went to Switzerland for a year – his father had a visiting position at the Physics Institute at the University of Bern.  Painfully, Mark describes the indignity of having a Swiss child turn and flee in terror at the sight of him; of having Swiss families stop and stare, pointing at his family and shouting “Look there at the Negroes!” even asking to touch their little sister’s braided pigtails [p. 53-55].  At the English Speaking School in Bern, he met a girl – daughter of an American diplomat – and a friendship blossomed.  One day there was a kiss; one afternoon he walked her home, and asked her if she’d like to go to a movie the next week.  Then Mark describes what happened next – “Daddy says I can’t go to the movie with you. … And I can’t see you anymore. … He won’t let me go out with you because you’re a…”  “What?”  “Because you’re a Ne…” – “It’s not fair!” [pp. 58-60] echoes in his head, and it echoed in mine.  It’s not fair!

It’s not fair because color shouldn’t matter, and race shouldn’t matter.  Writing with the hard-won wisdom and insight of an adult, Mark says late in the book, “given America’s evolving racial demographic, the black/white divide is becoming increasingly irrelevant as the beige-ing of America accelerates.  This blending, as the descendants of the oppressor and the oppressed become one and the same, blurs the color line.”  He looks back: “As a child, I imagined…a blended world when I came to believe that God – some mixture we couldn’t imagine – looked the way all people would look some day.” [pp. 254-255].
As a child, Mark was an idealist, unable to imagine that he was essentially different from any other person – or that any other person was essentially different from himself.  As an adolescent and a young adult, he was repeatedly and painfully confronted with the reality that the truth of his life was fundamentally shaped by his race, his color, and the way he was viewed by others – even though what was visible was literally the most superficial part of him.  Exquisitely aware of the complexity that lies within, Mark tried to integrate all the parts of himself – those he had inherited and those he had cultivated.  His extended family includes farmers, clerks, teachers, physicians, lawyers, dentists, professors; a judge; an ambassador.  His family tree includes plantation owners, slave traders, and slaves; soldiers who fought for the Confederacy and soldiers who fought for the Union.  Growing up in the sixties, he started college at Beloit in Wisconsin.  In his own words, “I was good natured, grew up with advantages, but didn’t belong to the elite…; I was black but not street-wise, and nobody’s scholar.  I nurtured a scruffy beard, wore bell-bottom pants, a London bobby’s cape, and wooden clogs.  I loved being high and flirted with being a hippy, but was too cautious to seriously plunge into the counterculture.” [p. 112].  He wanted, above all, to be accepted.
He didn’t want his race and color to make a difference, and yet he knew, without being able at the time to articulate what he knew, that color-blindness was not the answer.  In the book, he finds words to help us to see what every person of color knows, and lives: “in the effort to be color-blind people ignored a fundamental piece of my identity. … If you ignore my color you can’t understand the oppressive social reality that impinges on Afro-American lives at every moment.  Yet if you notice only my color, you misread who I am.” [pp. 92-93].  In the book are one or two stories of that social reality.  “Many white folks find this impossible to believe but being a black man in America is risky business – you never know when something bad is going to happen for no other reason than that you’re black and you’re there.”  His brother Philip was once arrested in Denver; his crime was riding his bicycle through a white neighborhood just after a drugstore had been robbed. [p. 179].  At Beloit College, on the night that Martin Luther King was assassinated, an angry black student turned on Mark and called him “Uncle Tom … Oreo…Black on the outside but white on the inside.” [p. 128].  Far from being accepted, he seemed to be spurned and reviled at every turn – not least of all by himself.

Dr. King’s assassination polarized much of America; radicalized many black American; galvanized his mother, who plunged into a growing rift within Unitarian Universalism that came to be known as the Black Power Controversy.  In Mark’s recollection, “on April 4, 1968, the day Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated, all middle ground vanished and an unbreachable wall of hostility went up between blacks and whites.” [p. 113].  His sister Carole’s assessment, years later, was more nuanced; Mark quotes her in the book: “I really struggled during those years because the world in which I had grown up was a mixed world of diverse cultural groups.  Our house was open to people from around the world.  I would sit at the dinner table with Mom and Dad having long, interesting conversations with all kinds of people – East and West Indians, Africans, Asians, Europeans, Cubans, Haitians, and Panamanians.  Now my peers were telling me I had to make a choice; that it was either all Black Power or nothing; it was either black or white, but all I had ever known were shades of gray.  The choice I searched for was a choice that offered diversity.  As I matured, I recognized that I could have that and in the end my shades of gray won out, but that came later.” [p. 118].
For Mark, too, integration came later.  For several years he fled from hostility, from confrontation, from anger, from the raucous internal cacophony that was the various parts of himself struggling against one another.  And there he strikes the universal theme, for who of us is not beset by internal diversity?  Who of us does not spend our lives in a journey towards wholeness, striving to harmonize those voices, straining to silence some and amplify others, balking when our peers tell us we have to make a choice, recoiling when the world “out there” feels hostile and inhospitable?

Eventually Mark’s journey led him to ministry, and through a process of learning to know and to accept himself that has transformed him into a wise and deeply empathetic writer.  In seminary, Mark met his wife, Anglo-Canadian Donna Morrison.  Teaching Sunday School together, they began to discover how well-matched and complementary (though not necessarily harmonious) they are.  Pastoring Unitarian Universalist churches in Rochester New York and in Toronto Ontario as a ministry team, they have plumbed the depths of the human experience.  Mark tells of his work with a family torn by adolescent rebellion, with parishioners devastated by grief.  He tells of asking a colleague in the black minister’s group in Rochester “What do you think the [other black] ministers make of me?” and being told, “Man, they look at you heading a bunch of white non-Christians with your white wife to boot, and they don’t know what to make of you.  You might as well be from the moon.” [p. 219].  He tells of his work as chair of the Community-Police Relations Task Force in Rochester, and of being named Citizen of the Year by the district attorney there.  He tells of a moment, on Swiss mountainside, during a sabbatical, when his vision was filled with the images of strong women in his life: a teacher, a great-aunt, his mother – and he found himself feeling motherless and bereft and alone, and his mind filled with the music of the spiritual we heard this morning: “Sometimes I feel like a motherless child…”  And he was swept away by yearning, and grief, and tears. [p. 257].
He tells of raising his two blonde, interracial, multicultural children.  At the very end of the book, he tells of the hope that wells up in him at the celebration of his daughter’s twenty-fifth birthday – a multi-racial, multi-cultural group gathered in a Japanese restaurant in Toronto’s Greektown neighborhood.  Two of the young men looked to Mark like their families might have come from the Indian subcontinent, but he couldn’t tell where.  When he asked his daughter, she had to think for a moment.  Before answering, she exhaled “Dad” in a way that said, more than any words could, “Why are you even asking?  It just isn’t important.”  And Mark’s thoughts conclude the book: “My children’s generation innately navigates the borderlands between races and cultures with an ease I can only hope to know.  It for this I have labored, and still do.”

Mark’s story is the story of the excruciating and rewarding process of coming to terms with himself, of working to integrate all that he is.  “…[D]riven toward wholeness,” he writes, “ – for I don’t know how else to describe surviving bouts of depression, conquering a victim mentality that seems endemic among Afro-Americans, and owning the depth of my smothered rage – I came to celebrate and be empowered by my heritage, to give thanks for my upbringing, to accept my tempestuous feelings, and to acknowledge rather than hide the warring elements of my personality.  This spiritual quest for integration, this process of incorporation, is me taking responsibility for my own life.” [p. xvi].

I say this is holy work, and we are privileged to have the opportunity to read Mark’s book, to hear him speak, to participate in a question and answer session with him in Greenville on March 20.  If you are interested in having a copy of any of Mark’s books, they will be available for sale on that day – and I daresay he might sign a book if asked!  I say this is holy work, work that makes a person whole, and we have the opportunity to engage in some of this work ourselves, in the Weaving the Fabric of Diversity classes that Brenda and I will facilitate in March and April.  I say this is holy work, this spiritual quest for integration, this process of incorporation, this taking responsibility for our own lives.

Take a moment now, in silence, to touch into the holiness and the diversity that live inside of you.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

Blessings on all that you are, and all that you may come to be.

Amen.

