Engaging with "A More Perfect Union"

Like many (I hope most) people, I (Brian McLaren) was deeply moved and
impressed by Senator Obama's speech on race. Almost as interesting as the
speech itself have been the responses to it, which usually come in the form of
opinions: the speech was good or bad or didn’t go far enough or went too far,
and so on.

Opinions often don't tell us much about the content of the speech - it's truth,
beauty, or goodness; they tell us more about the perspective, bias, fears, hopes,
and interests of the commentator. I hope we can go beyond talking about the
speech to talking about America, and the state of race relations in America. I
hope we can go beyond offering old and often utterly predictable opinions and
instead, through honest engagement and dialogue about the speech, seek to
have our opinions modified and improved and deepened and perhaps even
challenged and changed.

We have many places for people to react and practice opinion-giving and other
forms of punditry, but what we seem to lack is space for people to have a more
generous and generative kind of intelligent shared reflection and consideration.
So, I decided it might be worthwhile to offer some commentary on the content
of the speech along with questions for conversation, so that people could
download the text, make copies of it, and read it through together, stimulating
potentially constructive dialogue about a truly important subject.

The best case scenario would be for mixed groups to read and discuss the
speech together — gathering a group of friends from work or a sports team or a
neighborhood or church. Three questions would guide this kind of dialogue:

What can we learn about America?
What can we learn about people of other races?
What can we learn about ourselves?

The goal here is not agreement, but understanding. Each participant has to
desire more to understand than to be understood, and more to learn than to
teach.
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Were you aware of this original policy on slavery? What
advantages did the colonies gain by not making a decision on
slavery from the beginning? What were the consequences of this
decision? Might there be parallel issues in our day - issues we
avoid addressing? What will the consequences be of leaving
them to future generations to resolve?

Have you ever read the Constitution? Perhaps it would be wise to
download a copy and discuss it after discussing this speech.



How do you see yourself and your life in the context of “the long
march” toward “a more perfect union?” Have you ever actively
worked for positive change in America? Who are your heroes in
this “long march,” and why?

This belief comes from my unyielding faith in the decency and
generosity of the American people. But it also comes from my
own American story.
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How do you think your perspectives would be different if you
shared these characteristics in your story: a) your parents came
from two different countries and two different races, b) you had
lived as a child in a third-world country, c) you attended the best
schools in the nation, and d) you had relatives of many races on
three continents?

& !
/
*
1 1
!
&
), )
What does it say about America that this “"unconventional
candidate” has come this far?
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Have you listened to Rev. Wright's statements? Did you find any
truth in them? What offended you or struck you as false or
wrong? Why do you think he made these statements? Why
would some people say "Amen” to these statements?

Can you think of opposite statements that might be made (or
have been made) by a white American that could be equally
appalling to African Americans or other people of color? How
would people react to these statements?

Have you had this kind of experience of disagreement? Share
your experience.
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Do you believe white racism is endemic in America? How serious
a problem do you think it is? If you were racially different from
your actual identity, would you feel the same way? What do you
know about the Middle East controversy? Do you believe Israel
has any culpability for the tensions there, or do you believe all
the fault lies with radical Muslims?

What are the most "monumental problems” you believe we face?
Who would need to come together to solve your list of problems?
What will the consequences be if we don’t come together and
don’t solve them?
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Have you ever had a friend or relative who was vilified, and you
had to choose whether or not to remain loyal? How did you
respond? Have you ever been vilified by people who didn't know
the whole story about you? How did that feel?
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Think about your own religious community. What effect has it
had on you? If you have no religious community, share how your
lack of religious involvement might affect you. How might the
stories of the Bible (or other sacred texts) help people see their
own stories in a new light?

2/



Think of your own faith community, or your family, or other
groups to which you belong. How do they contain “the
contradictions - the good and the bad” of America - or the
human race - in general?

Do you have someone in your life like this grandmother -
someone who loves you and whom you love, who makes you
cringe by racial comments? How do you feel about this person,
and his or her statements?



How do you feel about our political climate - that seeks out this
sort of episode and focuses on it? What's good about this
pattern, and what’s unhelpful?

Have you heard examples of people responding to the speech in
this way - simplifying, stereotyping, and amplifying the
negative?

Why is it tempting to “walk away” and “retreat into our
respective corners?”

What follows next is a brief summary of the ways in which
America’s racial past affects America’s racial present. I have
numbered the examples in the text so they can be discussed one
by one. Understanding this reality requires a reminder of how we
arrived at this point. As William Faulkner once wrote, “The past
isn't dead and buried. In fact, it isn't even past.” We do not need
to recite here the history of racial injustice in this country. But we
do need to remind ourselves that so many of the disparities that
exist in the African-American community today can be directly
traced to inequalities passed on from an earlier generation that
suffered under the brutal legacy of slavery and Jim Crow. “Jim
Crow” refers to the “separate but equal” laws of segregation.
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Which of the preceding seven (or so) problems have you seen or
experienced the most? Which do you understand the least? What
questions do you have about these problems?

Have you ever been called a racial slur? Were you called a name
as a child? What effect did that have on you? Do you agree -
that what is surprising about African Americans who came of age
in the fifties and early sixties is not that some are angry or
damaged by the experience, but that so many have done so

well?

10



1 / *
x
31 / / "
1
6 !
1
5 /
4 1 /
1
/

If you have never experienced this kind of anger and bitterness,
try to empathize and describe what it would feel like to be in a
“safe place” to let out your pain. Then discuss how you would
feel if, having let out your pain in a supposedly safe place, your
words were broadcast around the world on Youtube.

Why do you think Sunday morning is the most segregated hour
of the week? Why haven’t our churches done more to bring
racial reconciliation and deal with deep-seated anger about race?
The speech asks us to do two things: to acknowledge that the
anger isn’t always productive, and to acknowledge that it is real
and powerful. Why is that difficult? Why is it easier to “condemn
it without understanding its roots?”
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Next, Senator Obama tries to detail white anger:

&
#C = / 5 5
1 I DC
*
! EC
1 / 1
!
FC +
GC .

$C

Review these seven sources of white anger. Which of the
preceding seven (or so) problems have you seen or experienced
the most? Which do you understand the least? What questions
do you have about these problems?
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If you are white, do you feel Senator Obama has correctly
articulated white frustrations? As he did with black anger, he
asks us to do something difficult: to see white anger as both
counterproductive and distracting at times and as legitimate.
Why is that hard to do?

Do you think “racial stalemate” describes our current situation
well? How would you add to or modify that description?

How do you respond to these recommendations for the African
American community? What would you add to this list? How does
this list transcend and include liberal and conservative concerns?
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Do you share the optimism and hope here? Why or why not?
Where do you see examples of America changing for the better?
If you could see America succeed in changing three things in the
next ten years, what would they be?

How do you respond to these recommendations for the white
American community? What would you add to this list? How does
this list transcend and include liberal and conservative concerns?
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Reflect on this reference to religion. What are the effects of
bringing in religion at this juncture in the speech? How do you
respond?
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Have you see people acting in these ways since the speech was
given? How do you feel about these reactions?

How do the previous reactions keep things from changing?
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Now the speech turns to the future, using the phrase "not this
time.” I've numbered the items to aid in discussion.
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Respond to these four examples of what could be different if we
came together in a new way “this time.” Imagine what it would
take - in terms of political leadership and public sentiment - to
make progress in these four areas. What would the obstacles
be? Do you think change is possible in these four areas? What
could derail the needed change?
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What do you do when you feel doubtful or cynical about
America’s future? Do you see reasons for hope in the next
generation?
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Describe your response to this story. Try to put in words what is
going on in this story. What does this story add to the speech?

Offer your reactions to the speech - not simply in terms of what
you liked or didn't like, but in terms of what you learned or
gained from it and still need to think more about.

[If someone would like to start a website to share their
experiences from using these discussion questions, send the link
and I'll post it at www.brianmclaren.net and www.deepshift.org.
Thanks for your interest — Brian McLaren]
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