GSR in the Classroom: RACE RELATIONS

LESSON – ANTI-RACISM EFFORTS
IN FERGUSON CONTINUE

BEFORE YOU READ: Think of a time when someone you loved either died or moved away.
1. What difference did it make to no longer have that person as a regular part of your life?
2. Did your life seem somehow less complete because of this loss?

Keep in mind while you read:
This article focuses on the wide impact that one person’s death had on many people – most
of whom didn’t know him. Consider how they responded to his death and how his life – and
theirs – could have been transformed if racism hadn’t divided their community.

MICHAEL BROWN’S
DEATH STILL
GALVANIZES ANTIRACISM EFFORTS IN
FERGUSON

BY DAWN ARAUJO-HAWKINS
Aug. 9, 2018

Editor’s note: This is the first in a threepart series examining how sisters and others
are working to heal cities divided after
incidents of anti-black racism. Read Part
2 at https://www.globalsistersreport.org/
node/55502 and Part 3 at https://www.
globalsistersreport.org/node/55735.

SR. SARAH HEGER, A SISTER OF ST. JOSEPH OF CARONDELET, WITH STUDENTS AT MARIAN MIDDLE
SCHOOL IN ST. LOUIS (COURTESY OF THE SISTERS OF ST. JOSEPH OF CARONDELET / LINDA BEHRENS)

These days, School Sister of Notre
Dame Cathy Doherty devotes most of
her energy to promoting friendships
between students of different races in
parochial schools around St. Louis.
It’s not what she ever imagined she’d
be doing, but, as the Bible says in
Proverbs, God’s purpose tends to
prevail over our best-laid plans.

Nearly every surface of Doherty’s office is covered by an image, candle
or figurine depicting Our Lady of Guadalupe, the namesake of the
parish in Ferguson, Missouri, where she has served for nearly three
decades. Sitting at a conference table — one of the few uncovered
spaces in the room — Doherty explains how the events of Aug. 9, 2014,
upended everything she thought she understood about what God had
called her to.
“My life totally changed when Michael Brown died,” she said.
Before “the Ferguson incident,” as she calls it, Doherty’s whole world
had been liturgy: Her master’s degree is in liturgy, she had been the
chair of the St. Louis liturgical commission and she led the St. Louis
Archdiocese’s annual Liturgy Camp for high school students.
But after Darren Wilson, a white police officer, fatally shot Brown,
a black 18-year-old, just three miles from Our Lady of Guadalupe
Parish and then faced no charges for it, Doherty said focusing on ritual
instead of racial injustice seemed inappropriate.
“How do you live around that eucharistic table with everyone if you
don’t preach it?”
Today, Doherty’s goal is to steer students from the kind of racism
that many attribute to Wilson: the kind that causes a 28-year-old
white man to look at an unarmed black teenager and see, instead of a
human being, a “demon” that can only be stopped with 12 rounds of
ammunition.
Doherty’s hallmark program is made up of second-, fourth- and
seventh-graders from three schools: the mostly black and Hispanic
Our Lady of Guadalupe and the mostly white Incarnate Word and St.
Cletus. The first year of the program, students visited each other’s
schools to learn Catholic social teaching. The second year, Doherty
focused on the idea of culture by having students make family trees
and research Marian apparitions from around the world.
“If we start when they’re little, hopefully, when they’re adults, they
won’t have racism,” she said with a thin smile.
FIGHTING ST. LOUIS’ ANTI-BLACK RACISM
In the four years since Brown’s death, dismantling racism — at both
the personal and systemic levels — has become an integral part of the
St. Louis Archdiocese’s mission. Eleven days after Brown was shot,
Archbishop Robert Carlson announced he was reviving the Human
Rights Commission (renamed the Peace and Justice Commission) to
help Catholics respond better to the public grief and outrage.
Three women religious, Doherty among them, were named to the
27-member commission. Its director, Marie Kenyon, said to truly
understand how local sisters have been galvanized against racism in
the last few years, you have to look at the way they’ve transformed
their existing ministries.

VOCABULARY
Our Lady of Guadalupe: A
title given to Mary, the mother
of God, after she appeared
to a Mexican peasant several
times in 1531. Devotion to her
is strong among Catholics of
Mexican descent.

Liturgy: The way in which
religious worship services are
conducted

Marian apparitions:
Appearances of Mary, the
mother of God, to people
around the world

Catholic social teaching: The
teachings of the Church on
a wide variety of important
issues including racism,
poverty, the environment and
the dignity of human life

Galvanized: Inspired to take
action

Great Migration: The
movement of millions of
African Americans from
southern states to the northern
and western U.S., caused
primarily by racism and
poverty.

For example, Kenyon said, a sister artist opened an
art gallery featuring a painting of a black Christ; a
sister educator spearheaded a diversity and inclusion
training for the principals of all the parochial schools;
and a sister community organizer set up interracial,
interfaith conversations on race in nearby St. Charles
County. Kenyon said she could go on and on.
Of course, anti-black racism in Ferguson didn’t begin in
2014. The U.S. Department of Justice’s investigation of
Ferguson’s mostly white police force found a long
history of officers singling out black residents for
degrading and unconstitutional treatment. St. Louis
itself is the 10th most segregated city in the nation, the
lasting effect of the legal strategies drawn up during the
Great Migration of the first half of the 20th century to
keep black people out of white neighborhoods.
But Brown’s death and the subsequent protests forced
many white people in the St. Louis area — including
women religious and other Catholics who focus on
social justice — to wrestle with the luxury they had of
assuming things weren’t that bad.
To illustrate how her consciousness has expanded, Sr.
Sarah Heger, a Sister of St. Joseph of Carondelet and
principal of Marian Middle School, a Catholic school
in St. Louis for low-income, high-achieving girls, tells
the story of the day police drove through the parking
lot while she was waiting for students to be picked up
after school.
“One of the girls ran into the gym building ... just so
scared,” Heger said. “And I don’t know that, prior to
[Brown’s death], if I would have been as aware of what

THE MEMORIAL NEAR THE SPOT WHERE MICHAEL BROWN WAS KILLED
IN FERGUSON, MISSOURI, IS SEEN IN OCTOBER 2017. (GSR PHOTO /
DAWN ARAUJO-HAWKINS)

that was like for her and what an appropriate response
to that might have been.”
For the last year or so, Heger, who considers herself
a white ally, has been participating in near-daily
protests in and around Ferguson. “Protest,” though,
is a loose term, she said. There’s the typical marching
in the street, yes, but sometimes “protesting” means
going door-to-door for a voter-registration drive or
attending a town hall meeting as a group.
“What you see on the news is when there’s a mass
arrest or when there’s some sort of violence that
occurs,” Heger said. “But, I mean, people have
marched for hours and hours and hours with none of
that happening, and none of that televised.”
Doherty, who’s remained in Ferguson through three
states of emergency — all declared while protesters
took to the streets — agrees that the homegrown
protests have been peaceful; it’s been outside agitators
who have looted businesses and burned down
buildings. She said it was obvious some of them were
from out of town because they destroyed businesses
that were actually in Dellwood, the next town over.

LESLEY MCSPADDEN, IN RED, MOURNS AT THE AUG. 25, 2014, FUNERAL
SERVICE FOR HER SON, MICHAEL BROWN, INSIDE FRIENDLY TEMPLE
MISSIONARY BAPTIST CHURCH IN ST. LOUIS. (CNS / EPA / ROBERT COHEN)

However, the peaceful protesters aren’t without their
critics. Heger said some white St. Louisans have
expressed frustration with the protesters, claiming
their goals are unclear. But Heger said she thinks that
frustration reflects a basic misunderstanding of how
racism works.
“It’s not up to the protesters to have a list of demands,”

adverse indexes for housing, health and education for
black people have barely budged in the last four years.

PROTESTERS HOLD THEIR HANDS IN THE AIR DURING AN AUG. 16, 2014,
DEMONSTRATION AGAINST THE SHOOTING DEATH OF MICHAEL BROWN
IN FERGUSON, MISSOURI. (CNS / ST. LOUIS REVIEW / LISA JOHNSTON)

she said, shaking her head. “It’s up to the people whose
skin looks like mine — the people with power and
authority — to say, ‘We’re changing this because this
is wrong.’ Not because they want the protests to stop.”

Meanwhile, developers have poured millions of dollars
into new commercial projects. However, these projects
have mostly proven just how hard it is to eliminate
the habit of white supremacy: As the St. Louis PostDispatch reported in 2017, 41 new businesses were
built in Ferguson over the span of a year — most of
them in predominantly white neighborhoods.
Pruitt said he doubts if most of the created jobs have
gone to Ferguson residents.

‘MY LIFE, MY CONSCIOUSNESS WILL NEVER GO
BACK’
In September 2015, the Ferguson Commission
released a 198-page report that spoke to many of
Ferguson’s racial wrongs and offered solutions. The
multiracial commission, which Missouri’s thengovernor, Jay Nixon, had convened the year before,
suggested reforms like bringing area schools back up
to accreditation standards, improving the relationship
between the police and the community, and building
healthy, affordable housing for everyone.
But in the ensuing years, not much has changed in
Ferguson, said Adolphus Pruitt II, president of the St.
Louis NAACP.
“While there’s been a significant amount of attention
to what’s going on in Ferguson, that has not necessarily
created a return investment,” he told GSR, adding that

SR. SARAH HEGER WITH STUDENTS AT MARIAN MIDDLE SCHOOL IN
ST. LOUIS. “I KNOW, PERSONALLY, MY LIFE, MY CONSCIOUSNESS WILL
NEVER GO BACK TO WHERE IT WAS” BEFORE MICHAEL BROWN’S
DEATH IN 2014, SHE SAID. (COURTESY OF THE SISTERS OF ST. JOSEPH OF
CARONDELET / LINDA BEHRENS)

Still, Heger is optimistic. She said she’s not naive
enough to think that generations of racial inequality
can be undone overnight. Not only do racist thoughts
and opinions have to change, but racist systems need
to be dismantled and rebuilt in ways that are fair and
equitable — all of which takes time, she said. But
things are happening, and that’s progress.
For example, St. Louis County residents on Aug.
7, 2018, voted Robert McCulloch, the prosecuting
attorney many say protected Wilson, out of the office he
held for 28 years. Replacing him will be Wesley Bell, a
black city councilman from Ferguson with a history of
advocating for reforms in the criminal justice system.
Heger said, “I know, personally, my life, my
consciousness will never go back to where it was.”

PROTESTERS IN FERGUSON, MISSOURI, RUN FROM A CLOUD OF TEAR
GAS NOV. 24, 2014, AFTER A GRAND JURY RETURNED NO INDICTMENT
IN THE AUG. 9, 2014, SHOOTING DEATH OF MICHAEL BROWN. (CNS /
REUTERS / JIM YOUNG)

Furthermore, since Brown’s death, she said she started
having conversations about racism with white people
in her sphere of influence who have never mentioned
race before.

“Even if we lost money, we said, ‘We have to have it,’”
Doherty said.
She convinced Auxiliary Bishop Edward Rice to clear
his schedule so he could celebrate the opening Mass as
a sign of solidarity, and after the Mass, the two of them
took a pilgrimage to the spot where Brown died.

SCHOOL SISTER OF NOTRE DAME CATHY DOHERTY SHOWS OFF SOME
OF THE MATERIALS SHE USED TO HELP LOCAL STUDENTS LEARN ABOUT
MARIAN APPARITIONS AROUND THE WORLD (GSR PHOTO / DAWN
ARAUJO-HAWKINS)

“Some of them are not pretty conversations, and I’m
not sure how productive they are,” she said. “But
they’re being had.”
For her part, Doherty said she believes the movement
toward justice will prevail because it has heavenly
protection. She’s seen the signs.
Our Lady of Guadalupe Parish was scheduled to have
its annual Hispanic Fest eight days after the shooting,
she said. They didn’t want to cancel the event because
they wanted to show the community they were not
afraid to be out on the streets.

Doherty said there was a crowd of about 300 people
already gathered there, most of them holding roses
— a sign of peace, but also the sign of Our Lady of
Guadalupe. Then, when they made it up to the front,
a collection of Our Lady of Guadalupe candles sat
alongside where Brown’s body had lain in the middle
of the street for four hours.
She said Rice asked her if she was afraid of the crowd.
“Not anymore,” she replied. “Guadalupe is with us. She’s
not going to let anything happen to anybody today.”

Dawn Araujo-Hawkins is a Global
Sisters Report staff writer. Her email
address is daraujo@ncronline.org.
Follow her on Twitter @dawn_cherie.

AFTER YOU READ:
1. How did the death of Michael Brown affect the lives of the two sisters profiled in this article?
2. What actions or efforts did it inspire among leaders of the government and the Church?
3. How have things remained the same for African American residents in and around Ferguson?
4. What needs to change in order for reforms to happen in this community?

SCRIPTURE SPOTLIGHT: The Apostle Paul told the first Christians that each of them brought unique gifts
to the Church. Christians come together as the body of Christ, he wrote. As its hands and feet, its eyes and
ears, each of us plays an important role. The body of Christ, Paul reminds us, is a lot like our own bodies.
“If [one] part suffers, all the parts suffer with it; if one part is honored, all the parts share its joy.”
First Corinthians 12:26
Look at the photo of the memorial to Michael Brown. What gift did he share with those who knew him?
1. What gifts do you bring to other members of the body of Christ?
2. How might you use your gifts to help prevent racism or to comfort those hurt by it?

THE CHURCH’S CALL
Although the Bible teaches us that we are created in
God’s image and likeness, the bishops of the United
States make clear that not all people are treated with
the dignity that children of God deserve:
“African Americans continue to struggle
against perceptions that they do not fully
bear the image of God, that they embody less
intelligence, beauty, and goodness. This reality
represents more than a few isolated stories; it
was the lived experience of the vast majority
of African Americans for most of our national
history…. The poverty experienced by many of
these communities has its roots in racist policies
that continue to impede the ability of people
to find affordable housing, meaningful work,
adequate education, and social mobility.”

N THE
SSROOM

“Open Wide Our Hearts: The Enduring Call
to Love,” by the United States Conference of
Catholic Bishops, 2018

2. Can African Americans, on their own,
change the perceptions and structures that
create obstacles in their lives? What role
do people of faith play in making change
happen?
SYNERGY WITH SISTERS
The sisters in this article both consider Michael
Brown’s death to have changed their lives and their
communities.
1. What qualities do they show that help
them provide healing and hope for their
community?
2. Do gifts such as empathy, courage and
solidarity come naturally to people,
or are they developed over time? How
do you think these sisters strengthen
themselves to respond to challenging
situations?

1. What are some false assumptions that people
in your community make about others?
Are these based on natural factors, such as
appearance or age, or on things that can
be controlled or changed? How do these
perceptions hurt your community?

ACT

1. “Jesus of the People” was the winner of a worldwide art competition held in 2000 to discover
an image of Christ that speaks to modern people. Reflect on the image in light of what you’ve
learned in this lesson. How does this image challenge you or offer hope? If time allows, sketch
an image or write a brief poem that reflects the body of Christ at work in the world today.
2. Most dioceses have an office or commission that addresses social justice and peacemaking,
and most states have a Catholic bishops’ conference that advocates on public policy issues.
Explore the efforts that church leaders in your diocese or state are making to promote racial
justice.

PRAY

Creator God, you form us all in your image and likeness.
You bless us with gifts, then call us to share them as one body in Christ.
You inspire us to rise beyond earthly prejudices and hatred.
Let these words of faith and hope take flesh in action as we follow your call to love all of our
brothers and sisters.
Amen.

