GSR in the Classroom: RACE RELATIONS

LESSON – FIGHTING RACISM
IN BALTIMORE

BEFORE YOU READ: Imagine briefly what it would be like to be invisible. Sure, you could sneak around
and get away with things, but mostly you’d live life unnoticed. People would neither be aware of the good
things you did, nor support you when you needed help.
1. Have you ever felt like your contributions or needs have been ignored? What did that feel like?

Questions to keep in mind while you read:
1. In many societies, including ours, there are people who seem to count for less, and even
among those people are folks treated as insignificant. What can be done to restore and
ensure their dignity?
2. In wake of Baltimore woman’s slaying, Carmelites, others stress value of black women

IN WAKE OF
BALTIMORE
WOMAN’S SLAYING,
CARMELITES, OTHERS
STRESS VALUE OF
BLACK WOMEN

BY DAWN ARAUJO-HAWKINS
Dec. 27, 2018

Editor’s note: This is the third story
in a three-part series examining how
sisters and others are working to heal
cities divided after incidents of anti-black
racism. Read the first story at https://
www.globalsistersreport.org/node/55256
and the second one at https://www.
globalsistersreport.org/node/55502.

MARIAN HOUSE RESIDENTS COMPLETE A MOCK INTERVIEW IN AUGUST 2018 AS PART OF AN EIGHTWEEK JOB READINESS PROGRAM PROVIDED BY THE ORGANIZATION.”WE KNEW WE WANTED
SOMETHING WITH A FORWARD THRUST FOR WOMEN,” SAID FORMER MARIAN HOUSE EXECUTIVE
DIRECTOR AND SISTER OF MERCY AUGUSTA REILLY OF THE MARIAN HOUSE’S INCEPTION. “THAT’S
WHAT OUR FOUNDER, MOTHER MCAULEY, WANTED MOST.” (PROVIDED PHOTO)

Every night, the Carmelite Sisters of
Baltimore gather in their monastery
to watch the news. Because they’re
committed to a life of prayer that
keeps them at the monastery, it’s a
ritual that keeps the sisters informed

and, of late, somewhat horrified as they’ve watched story after story of
police brutality against black people.
The sisters have been most shocked by the stories of police violence
coming out of their own Baltimore. Sr. Judy Long’s ongoing joke is
to refer to her community as “Nuns Without Borders” because their
prayers defy geographic limitations. But even so, said Sr. Patricia
Scanlan, there’s no mistaking that Baltimore is the sisters’ raison d’être.
“We’re known as the Baltimore Carmel. All of Baltimore — all that
concerns Baltimore, all the people of Baltimore, the events, the
happenings — are in our prayer,” Scanlan said.
It’s easy to equate police violence in Baltimore with the story of Freddie
Gray, the 25-year-old black man who sustained fatal injuries to his
spine while in police custody in 2015. Gray’s death dominated public
interest for more than a year and inspired days of protest and unrest.
But there’s another story from Baltimore that speaks to the misogynoir,
or the hatred and violence directed at black women. It persists not
only in law enforcement, but also in the movements seeking to protect
black lives.
Less than a year after Gray died, Korryn Gaines, a 23-year-old black
woman, was killed by a white Baltimore County police officer who had
come to her apartment with an arrest warrant following Gaines’ failure
to appear in court for a traffic violation.
Police say that after they obtained a key to the apartment, they found
Gaines, a legal gun owner, inside, armed with a shotgun. A next-door
neighbor said a SWAT unit had surrounded Gaines’ apartment and
drilled holes in the walls in order to install surveillance equipment.
He also wrote that Gaines asked police to put down their weapons

VOCABULARY

Monastery: a house for people
living under religious vows,
such as sisters or monks

Raison d’être: (French) reason
for existing

Profiled: targeted or
suspected due to behavior or
characteristics, including race

Charism: a gift given by the
Holy Spirit for the good of the
church

Corporately: as a group

Contemplative: Contemplative
sisters devote their lives to
prayer, living isolated to
varying degrees from society

MEMBERS OF THE MARYLAND NATIONAL GUARD PATROL THE HARBOR SECTION OF
BALTIMORE ON APRIL 28, 2015. BALTIMORE RESIDENTS BEGAN CLEANING THE WRECKAGE
FROM RIOTING AND FIRES THAT ERUPTED AFTER THE FUNERAL OF 25-YEAR-OLD FREDDIE
GRAY WHO DIED AFTER SUFFERING A SPINAL INJURY WHILE IN POLICE CUSTODY.
(CNS PHOTO / SHANNON STAPLETON / REUTERS)

Manifest: to reveal or bring
alive

DEMONSTRATORS MARCH TO CITY HALL ON APRIL 25, 2015, TO PROTEST THE DEATH OF FREDDIE GRAY IN BALTIMORE. THOUSANDS OF PEOPLE
MARCHED PEACEFULLY THROUGH DOWNTOWN BALTIMORE TO PROTEST THE UNEXPLAINED DEATH OF THE 25-YEAR-OLD BLACK MAN WHILE IN POLICE
CUSTODY. (CNS PHOTO / SAIT SERKAN GURBUZ / REUTERS)

first. A six-hour standoff ensued, ending when Officer
Royce Ruby Jr. — who has since been promoted to
corporal — fatally shot Gaines and wounded her
5-year-old son, Kodi.
A few local protests were organized for Gaines, but she
never became a household name like Gray.
“Unfortunately,” wrote Sister of Notre Dame de
Namur Gwynette Proctor, director of the Baltimore
Archdiocese’s office of black Catholic ministry, in
an email to Global Sisters Report, Gaines’ death was
“overshadowed” by Gray’s.
That a man’s violent death would overshadow a
woman’s is hardly an isolated incident, as the African
American Policy Forum explained in a 2015 report.
The new generation of anti-racist activists have done
a superb job of outlining the ways in which black men
are systematically criminalized, wrote researchers
at the gender and racial equality think tank, and yet
“black women who are profiled, beaten, sexually
assaulted and killed by law enforcement officials are
conspicuously absent from this frame even when their
experiences are identical.”
In conjunction with their report, the African American
Policy Forum launched the #SayHerName social
media campaign — an attempt to disrupt the tendency
of national culture makers to ignore the deaths of

women like Gaines (and Natasha McKenna and Yvette
Smith and Shelly Frey and Rekia Boyd and Aura
Rosser).
Yet, the tendency to overlook black women and
girls doesn’t begin with their deaths at the hands
of law enforcement. Data suggests institutions
like hospitals and schools — basically the very
institutions that are supposed to support and protect
people — have routinely disregarded the needs of
black women and black girls for years.
And that’s exactly where some sisters in the Baltimore
area have seen an opportunity for change.
BLACK GIRLS MATTER
Few women religious in Baltimore participate in
protests against police brutality. In fact, none of
the sisters contacted for this story had attended the
demonstrations for either Korryn Gaines or Freddie
Gray.
But what sisters have been doing is building institutions
that aim to treat black women and girls with dignity
and respect.
For some Baltimore congregations, this uplift has long
been a mainstay of their mission. Notably, the Oblate
Sisters of Providence, the first black order of nuns in
the U.S., were founded in 1829 to educate black girls.

Other communities have only more recently taken up
the mantle.
Marian House, founded in 1982 by the Sisters of
Mercy and the School Sisters of Notre Dame, is a
holistic rehabilitation house for women leaving the
Baltimore City Detention Center. While Marian
House is not exclusively for black women, given that
Maryland (like other states) over-incarcerates its black
population, it comes as no surprise that most of its
residents have been black.
Unlike more conventional transitional housing
options in the area, Marian House makes it a point to
address the systematic inequalities that drive women
into prison or to lose their homes. Sister of Mercy
Augusta Reilly, who served as executive director of
Marian House from 1987 to 2003, told Global Sisters
Report that the goal has always been to create homes
for the residents and not just houses.
“You don’t get over a criminal history, addiction, abuse
and poverty in a house,” she said. “You have to have
support.”
Similarly, Sisters Academy is a joint ministry of
the School Sisters of Notre Dame, the Sisters of
Mercy, the Sisters of Bon Secours and the Sisters of
Notre Dame de Namur that seeks to provide a highquality, Catholic education to girls from low-income
households.
The tuition-free middle school in southwest Baltimore,
founded in 2004, is kept small by design. Of the 72

EIGHTH-GRADE SCIENCE STUDENTS AT SISTERS ACADEMY IN THE FALL
OF 2018. IN ADDITION TO A COMPETITIVE ACADEMIC PROGRAM, THE
SCHOOL ALSO OFFERS EXTRACURRICULARS LIKE SPORTS AND CHOIR.
(PROVIDED PHOTO / SHARON REDMOND)

students enrolled for the 2018-2019 school year, 52 are
black. There’s only one white student.
The school’s president, School Sister of Notre Dame
Delia Dowling, said its goal is to foster not only
academic success, but also social, emotional, physical
and spiritual growth. A graduate support director
works with the girls after they’ve graduated from
the school, which is one of the reasons Dowling said
they can boast a 100 percent graduation rate for their
alumnae.
“We try to prepare them to take their seats next to
people who maybe came up in a different way — a
more privileged way,” Dowling said.
CURRENTS OF HUMAN CONSCIOUSNESS
The Baltimore Carmelites, of course, don’t run schools
or rehab houses. But since the deaths of Freddie Gray
and Korryn Gaines were first transmitted across their
television screen, they’ve lent their charism to the
work of anti-racism in their own way.

TWO FIFTH-GRADE STUDENTS IN THE SISTERS ACADEMY GYM IN THE
FALL OF 2018. “IN OUR SCHOOL, GIRLS ARE LEADERS IN EVERY WAY,”
SAID SCHOOL SISTER OF NOTRE DAME DELIA DOWLING, SISTERS
ACADEMY PRESIDENT. “THEY AREN’T SECONDARY TO BOYS IN ANY
WAY.” (PROVIDED PHOTO / SHARON REDMOND)

Overall, the sisters have spent more time praying, both
corporately and individually, about white supremacy
and racism. They’ve also embarked on a communal
study of racism. To that end the sisters have invited
theologians such as M. Shawn Copeland, Sister
of Notre Dame LaReine-Marie Mosely and, most
recently, Jeannine Hill Fletcher to the monastery to
give presentations on racism.
The sisters’ Sunday liturgies have become opportunities
to encourage the many Baltimore educators who

come to worship with them — a chance to make sure
teachers are prepared spiritually to engage with their
black students who may be traumatized by what’s
happening around them.
Sr. Connie FitzGerald, a contemplative theologian,
visualizes the work she and her sisters do from the
monastery as sending our love on the “currents of
human consciousness.” It’s not an apostolic ministry,
but it is an active one. “It’s very active, and it’s very
demanding,” FitzGerald said. “It requires an incredible
faith — and a faith to live it for a lifetime.”
But staying at the monastery while their city has —
sometimes literally — gone up in flames in recent years
has been a test of that faith for some sisters. Sr. Mary
Fleig, for instance, said that weighing her devotion
to Carmelite spirituality against her desire to join the
Gray protests in 2015 marked one of the most difficult
times in her religious life.
“I wanted to be out there in the city, marching and
doing things,” she said. “I really had to dig deep and
ask if this life makes a difference. But I had to come
down on the side of, yes, what we do here makes a

difference and is worthwhile.”
A common refrain among the sisters is that white
supremacy isn’t a fringe movement; it’s embedded into
the very laws of the nation. That’s how we get to a place
where black women and girls can be so devalued by
the institutions around them.
And that’s what the sisters of the Baltimore Carmel
want to change on a cosmic level. They want to
manifest in Baltimore and in the rest of the world
the same communion they feel at the monastery,
explained Sr. Celia Ashton.
“We’re all held in God’s love and God’s embrace,” she
said. “I feel like it’s a long way to making that reality,
but what we do here and how we live our life — we
really believe is transformative for the world.”

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. Describe three ways in which sisters in Baltimore are working to offer dignity, opportunity and
hope to African American women and girls.
2. What is the value of public protests in response to tragedies and injustice? How do they help to
stir social change?
3. Some sisters missed the opportunity to join demonstrations that supported victims of injustice.
How might their prayers and efforts make a difference?
SCRIPTURE SPOTLIGHT: St. Paul was pretty frustrated about divisions in the early church when he
wrote his letter to the Christians in Galatia. He wants them to know that laws and boundaries set by
humans didn’t undo the equality we share through our faith in Jesus. He wrote:
For through faith you are all children of God in Christ Jesus. For all of you who were baptized
into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither
slave nor free person, there is not male and female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.
1. What message does this send to people who’ve been treated as somehow less than human?
2. How is Paul’s timeless reminder of our common equality important in today’s world?

THE CHURCH’S CALL

SYNERGY WITH SISTERS

The church’s belief that human dignity unites us —
despite race, gender or any other factor that might
divide us — echoes loudly in modern times. From the
“Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church,”
quoting Gaudium et Spes from the Second Vatican
Council, the church teaches:

The Baltimore Carmelites don’t leave their monastery,
but they do pray for and with people involved in their
city’s racial tensions. Silence and solitude are essential
parts of their daily life. Read this brief insight about
the importance of silence, then take five minutes on
your own for silent prayer, just listening to God:

The social and political involvement of the lay
faithful in the area of culture moves today in
specific directions. The first is that of seeking
to guarantee the right of each person to a
human and civil culture ‘in harmony with
the dignity of the human person, without
distinction of race, sex, nation, religion or
social circumstances.’ This right implies the
right of families and persons to free and open
schools, freedom of access to the means of social
communication together with the avoidance of
all forms of monopolies and ideological control
of this field; freedom of research, sharing one’s
thoughts, debate and discussion.
1. The article states that culture makers
overlook discrimination and violence against
black women. Why is it important to tell
painful stories about all oppression, regardless
of the background of its victims?
2. Sisters have stepped up to empower women
trying to rehabilitate their lives as well as
young African American schoolgirls. What
impact do you imagine their efforts might
have?

Silence as Prophetic Witness
Chapter Six of the Carmelite Rule asks us
to work in silence. Carmelite scholar Kees
Waaijman explains in his book, The Mystical
Space of Carmel, that silence is far more than
the absence of audible noise:
Silence is not just about time or place but about
the character of work and communication.
To work in silence is to turn off the applause
machine. It is to trust in the horizon of the
future, beyond one’s own time – and indicate
that horizon to others. It is to work with
intentionality without needing evident,
creditable results. We work in the present, not
for the present. When we do this, creativity is
transformed into hope – specifically hope for
those who are hopeless, shattered by their own
present experience with no way out.
To be a prophet is not to predict the future,
but to be a messenger of the future to which
God calls us, a messenger of truth, hope,
and justice. A prophet calls God’s people to a
transformation that will allow conscious life to
evolve towards God’s future. Silence is essential
to this prophetic witness.
1. What message or hope for the future
emerged in your silent time?
2. Can you see value in making time for
silent prayer as you look toward your
own future?

ACT

1. Watch https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zJKFGHm6CR0 about Sisters’ Academy. Then
brainstorm:
• Three words or phrases about its mission
• Three words or phrases about how it affects its students
• Three words or phrases that it sparks as you think about your own education
2. Watch this https://www.marianhouse.org/mhvideo/ Marian House. Then brainstorm:
• Three words or phrases about its mission
• Three words or phrases about how it transforms the lives of women
• Three connections you can make between these women’s lives and your own life

PRAY

Help us to see with your eyes, Lord.
Help us to see all people as equal, regardless of their race, gender or other differences.
Help us to see potential and opportunity that can emerge from desperate moments.
Help us to see hope that emerges when we come together as your people.
Help us to see your love in all we encounter.
Amen.

