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Awakening  
 
Author and theologian Renita Weems once said, “Suffering rids you of sloppy theology, at least 
it should. Stupid stuff you used to say to hurting people won’t come out of your mouth so 
easily.”  
 

In August of last year, the Committee on Racial and Economic Justice (CREJ) hosted a 
public dialogue on the subject of police brutality happening across the country. The discussion 
was in response to the shooting of Philando Castille, a 32 year old black male shot seven times in 
a parked vehicle and killed by Minnesota police officer, Jeronimo Yanez in Falcon Heights. The 
case garnered national attention and came to a close this past month when the officer was 
acquitted of all charges in the killing.  
  

The CREJ conversation, again, was attempting to unpack the conduct of police officers 
toward black people, black men in particular. Without ever having known him, some of us were 
grieving Philando. We grieved something deeper.  A white man, whose name I do not recall, not 
a member or a regular attendee of our congregation seemed uneasy and challenged the CREJ 
facilitator on raising facts that would suggest that more black men are killed at the hands of 
police officers than white men. The man in question would continue to make provocative and 
incendiary remarks. I sensed myself getting angry during the conversation.  After all, we weren’t 
just talking about Philando, we were talking about systemic racism in police force.    
 

I walked away from the conversation bruised and quite frankly disillusioned. It dawned 
on me that my identity as an African, black and immigrant woman living in the US personally 
and uniquely ties me to the narrative of systemic racism in this country. The way that I am 
perceived and relate to others of a different race is affected. The realization broke my heart and 
would be the first of many realizations that would produce in me an anger, a rage actually that I 
was not prepared for. A kind of innocence lost.  

 
Allow me to pause here and demystify three words that your mind has probably already 

put together, “angry, black, and woman”.  Angry Black Woman is a racist term and a myth that 
assumes that Black women are aggressive, and always angry. Nigerian author Chimamanda 
Ngozi Adichie poignantly comments on the topic in an open letter addressed to former first lady 
Michelle Obama.  
 
Adichie writes:   

 
“Because she said what she thought, and because she smiled only when she felt like smiling, and not constantly and 
vacuously, America’s cheapest caricature was cast on her: the Angry Black Woman. Women, in general, are not 
permitted anger — but from black American women, there is an added expectation of interminable gratitude, the 
closer to groveling the better, as though their citizenship is a phenomenon that they cannot take for granted.” 
 



It is quite simple. When you dehumanize a person meaning, consider them subhuman, 
you don’t have to hear what they have to say or admit that they too very much belong. More than 
anything else, a person is a human being first and foremost. Aren’t we all so much more than 
meets the eyes? 

 
Loaded words like slavery, racism, white supremacy, and Angry Black Woman bring up 

images in our mind and perhaps emotions that make us want to do two things: fight or flight! 
Maybe there’s a different way to approach such topics. Maybe we can lean in and learn to deeply 
listen to each other’s stories with compassion and faith.  
 
Allow me to resume.  
  

As odd as it may sound, I grew up not knowing that I was racially black. I was born and 
mostly raised in Guinea, a tiny West African country where race is not a present factor in daily 
life. I was not a minority because most everyone around me was perceivably black.  My worth as 
a human being was never tied to my skin color. I was known for my outspoken personality and 
overall rebellious nature but never for my race. What blissful ignorance! 
 

This is in no way stating that Africans who have never lived in a Western setting are not 
affected by racism. On the contrary, the ills of the Atlantic slave trade, religious mission trips 
intricately tied to western imperialist colonial powers and the practices of colonization altered 
the history of the African peoples. This shift in history continues to lead to genocide, ethno- 
political violence, religious civil wars; armed conflicts; forced migration; convoluted religious 
practices and internalized racism also known as colorism. Till today, the scramble for African 
resources and the intellect of its peoples pervades the continent with foreign investors hungry for 
material resources with very little regard to the development of African peoples and their 
nations. The African diaspora, however, is slowly but surely re-imagining the continent, 
decolonizing their bodies and minds and taking their nations back for themselves; how that is 
happening is a separate thought piece altogether. For now, let us return to the subject at hand, 
living in a black body in the US.   
 

When my family migrated to the US, New York City specifically, I experienced various 
forms of discrimination for the first time in my life. At school, I was constantly made fun of for 
having a funny accent and for “strange” clothing choices. At sixteen years old, while taking a 
late night walk from the mall on 167th street in the South Bronx, I was stopped, frisked, and 
shoved in the back of a police van only to be released a few minutes later. The police officer, a 
woman, Latina I believe simply said “wrong suspect.” I was confused and utterly shaken by the 
encounter but never once did I connect it to being black. How could I? I still did not really know 
that I was black, not really. How could that matter? How could that be a factor, the factor? Isn’t 
it my character that matters? I was wrong. Being racially black matters. In this country, it is a 
factor. I could never forget that experience.  
 

In some ways, I am grateful for those years of blissful ignorance, they were what a friend 
once coined “incubation years”.  This simply means that my dreams and aspirations and my 
sense of belonging in this world (fluid and curious - as all sense of identities ought to function) 
were formed long before anyone could limit them. The incubation years allow me to have a 



deeper knowledge of humanity; one not limited to a lived Western experience. I can easily see 
that the issue is not with me nor with the fact that I carry this skin color but with the blindness 
that has corrupted hearts and minds that they would believe themselves superior; with a system 
of justice that continues to turn a blind eye to where its gaze is needed the most; to a religious 
majority that ought to be weeping rather than rejoicing. I just wonder what the response of the 
conservative religious and alt right groups who continue to promote racist ethno-
nationalist agenda would be if they too learned to see God in a black body or in any other 
marginalized body for that matter. The “loss of collective virtue” these groups mourn, is the 
very virtue so desperately needed from them. The irony! 
 

Although I now identify without any hesitation as black, I admit and recognize that in the 
past I have misunderstood, judged and even dismissed the black American experience. I was 
quick to draw conclusions and simply could not relate to nor begin to comprehend the anger that 
most of my black friends felt. It was not until I took an African American literature course in 
college that I became aware for the first time of the sufferings of my ancestors through the 
Atlantic slave trade and learned about the systemic oppression of black Americans. I gained an 
understanding like never before but not enough to be angry. The conversation in CREJ which 
happened almost a year ago now made me angry because I was no longer sympathizing with a 
people removed from me but I was them and they were me. I, like Philando Castille, am black in 
America.   
   

These days, I find myself constantly asking, “is this happening to me because…?” How is 
it that I’m one of only two women of color on a staff of at least 50? How come that group of 
white teenagers gets their food before my friend and me? We walked in the restaurant at least ten 
minutes before them! Is this happening because? While at the movies, is this happening because? 
While at the laundry mat, is this happening because? While at the airport, is this happening 
because? While at the mall with my two nephews, beautiful little black boys, and thinking is this 
happening before?  
 

In the US race is ubiquitous. It permeates academics, friendships, and work relationships, 
the condition of certain neighborhoods versus others, how you are treated at a restaurant, the size 
of your paycheck, whether you are followed in a store or shot by the police. The list is endless. 
Imagine what it’s like, again imagine not necessarily understand but allow your mind to conjure 
up the anxiety and the emotions that would come with the feeling of being persecuted and treated 
wrongly just because of your skin color, or your gender, or your choice of partner, or your age, 
or your marital status. Now think about the weight you currently feel in heart and physical body 
because of what you have just imagined. Some of us in this room experience those emotions 
every day. I think it’s Sara who encourages the need for unity and not uniformity. We deny 
ourselves so much growth and the revealing of the mysteries of God when we convince 
ourselves that the autonomy of another is a threat to us and to society at large. The minute we 
are certain of anything, we die a spiritual death because not being sure that you are sure is 
faith. Any belief turned into action that fails to protect the dignity and autonomy of another 
is not love and therefore not of God. This is why slavery is such an abomination! It is an act 
denying the greatest gift given to a person, in my humble opinion, and that is free-will. When I 
am so busy trying to convince you to be like me or to serve my needs and me, I cannot deeply 
listen to you. I cannot hear your story. I cannot be teachable. I cannot be humble.  



 
As painful as that CREJ conversation might have been then, it woke me up and led me to 

self-examine. Self-examination is defined as the study of one’s own behavior and motivations. 
To add to the definition, I say it’s a mirror that helps us to uproot the unchecked and stubborn 
beliefs we hold to the detriment of our growth as individuals. Choosing to embark on a journey 
to self-examine, one guided by coeu(r) age can transform us and eventually lead to wisdom that 
can serve those around us. I call this authentic journeying, an organic shift in perspective not 
based on outside influences but a quiet inner knowing that a new truth is unfolding; a 
repenting of our ignorant and sloppy choices in words and deeds. It is simply admitting 
words most of us are terrified to say and they are the words “I don’t know.”  
 

Oppressed groups of peoples naturally self-examine because there is an attack on their 
very existence. Although self-examination does not necessarily lead to self-emptying in a 
spiritual sense, unwarranted attacks on personhood makes a person question their place, and 
sense of being in the world. Said person is then forced to ask questions that do not always yield 
immediate answers. Questions like do I belong? What about me is SO wrong that someone, a 
system, an entire country, a specific group of people would want me dead, erased, gone, and 
silenced? How could the enslavement of African peoples have been allowed to go on for SO 
long? Where were the Christians!?  What /who gives a group of people the right to call 
themselves superior? Why, lord, why? Where were you Lord? Where are you? What do I do with 
this generational pain? Is it even mine to bear? What do I do when it feels like the beating never 
ends? What damnation is this that we have all inherited!?  
 

The more the questions arise, the more painful it becomes to bear God’s silence. In this 
case, no explanations in the world exist to soothe an aching heart. The sorrow is deep, 
generational, and unbearable. How these questions get answered is everything which is why faith 
communities are so important.  
 

Quickly striving for reconciliation and forgiveness is the opposite of authentic journeying 
because anything authentic requires time for its proper unfolding.  A reconciliation process that 
refuses to acknowledge the hard reality of an unforgiving act will inevitably create more victims 
than change makers. At some point or another, when we keep being confronted by trouble, we 
have a choice to either pay attention or avert our eyes or worse remain indifferent. We are 
tempted to shush people who seem to rattle our cages, who refuse to conform to hypocritical 
societal norms designed to restrain, and repress truth seekers. How many more prophets shall 
we kill before we realize that God is not found in our certainty nor in our sacrifices but in 
our mercy?   

 
Reconciliation is not about asking oppressed groups of people to increase their threshold 

for pain in the face of apathy, assaults, insults, humiliation, violence, hatred, insensitivity, 
discrimination, meanness, racism, threat, mockery, intolerance and dismissal. It is about creating 
a space where grievances can be expressed without judgement, without dismissal and without 
fear. 
 



Today, I can proudly say “I’m black and I’m proud,” not in defiance but in embrace and 
self-love. I say this in the same spirit of love that allows me to believe that God could live in a 
black body. I say this because I know that God lives in me too.   
 

One thing that has weighed on my heart since that CREJ conversation is the burden of 
anger. I’m constantly asking myself: how much of my anger is for the purposes of God, truly? In 
other words, how much of it is righteous anger towards injustice? How do I frame my response 
to an injustice bigger than me?  What exactly am I angry about? This discernment, self-
examination is necessary work. I have found that the rage I sometimes feel towards the 
righteous things of God like justice for all, and the preservation of all human dignity is not 
always righteous in itself. Sometimes, my rage gets mixed in with others things in my heart like 
the frustrations of everyday life to the heart-wrenching work to heal the traumas of childhood 
sexual abuse I’ve experienced. The tantrums over what sometimes feels like a never ending cycle 
of financial setbacks; dreams unfulfilled; the disappointment of a love lost and a love yet to 
arrive; the pressures of patriarchal cultural expectations; the earthquake caused in my personal 
life as a result of converting from Islam to Christianity; the fear of failure; the hatred for white 
supremacy and the vulgarities of racism; and all that comes with being a human being. The list is 
ongoing. There is so much turmoil in this heart of mine. What is the turmoil in your heart and 
how is it inhibiting you from loving your neighbor?  
 

Only in God’s economy of grace would the oppressor and the oppressed have shared 
amounts of work to do to liberate their minds and hearts from the ever lurking evil temptations of 
this world.  My human instinct is to say that is not fair!!!! Why do I have to do any more work? 
I’ve got enough of a burden to carry. I wrestle still with these questions. But I learned something 
important and beautiful I think and that is that God is not interested in me masking my anger or 
of me being afraid of my temptations to hate. God is looking to transform my anger and 
inclinations to hate into something constructive; a wisdom yet to be revealed and yet necessary. 
It is only when I come to the end of my small self that I realize that my anger is indeed the gift 
that keeps on giving.  
 

I might have every right to be angry and even hateful but I choose not to because that’s 
not what I believe. Allow me to quickly reference the new Wonder Woman movie. The subplot 
about whether mankind “deserves” the help of the main character demigod Diana, comes to a 
halt when she utters the following words “It’s not about deserve; it’s about what you believe. 
And I believe in love. Only love will truly save the world.” I will not deny that the romantic in 
me had a moment. I shouted “exactly!” I might have even shed a tear (incorporating this for 
dramatic effect). Man, it’s a good movie but I digress. We were talking about learning to love 
neighbor even with anger in our heart.  
 

I agree with Diana but only in part. The feel good slogan “love can change the world” is 
not wrong but incomplete. Love without self-examination, discerned understanding, healing and 
action is incomplete and dangerous. Love is the virtue and principle, the thread that holds all 
things together. Love is what happens when we cultivate our lives with attention and intention. 
Love is what emerges among a people who do the hard work of looking in and digging out all 
that would inhibit them from fully seeing their neighbor. That’s the kind of love that will 
change the world. I have been fortunate to experience that kind of love in this very community. 



People in this community are doing the “work”, with courage, deep thinking, faith, perseverance, 
patience, humor, playfulness, poetry, art and so much affection! We encourage one another to 
lean in, to speak our truths and to lay our burden downs. What a gift!  
 

Is it possible that a wild hope awaits on the other side of the cruelties we experience in 
this life? When we drop the rage, the facades, the pretense, the ego, the need to prove, the self-
righteousness, the excessive criticisms, the cynicisms, the blind assumptions, the hatred, the 
judgments, the bigotry, the sexism, the homophobia, the subjugations to crippling patriarchal and 
societal norms, the need to please, the need for validation, the insecurities, the control, the fear of 
things unknown; we are simply left with our fragility, our limitedness, and our humanity. Isn’t 
that magnificent? Whether we welcome it or not, life will humble us and push us to seek life 
experiences that would expand our understanding and our hearts so that we may go from anger, 
apathy, ignorance to grief to surrender to wild hope and finally to deep work .  
 

I have this deep belief that although God calls us individually, we are built in community. 
When we understand that our limited individuality impacts our community, we have matured. 
We cease to focus solely on our individual needs but also that of our community. This is the 
thing that individualist cultures like those of the West have missed. You cannot have healthy 
individuals without a healthy community. The opposite is true for collectivist cultures like those 
found in Africa, who have missed that you cannot have a healthy community without healthy 
individuals. In short, I am advocating for an understanding of our humanity that transcends our 
small individual selves and the expectations of our communities, I am referring to the South 
African philosophy of Ubuntu, “I am, because of you.” It is “the belief in a universal bond of 
sharing that connects all humanity”. 
 

I am so fully aware of the privileges that would allow me to stand before you today; some 
of those being my abled body, not having to worry about meeting basic human needs such as 
food and shelter; the education that would allow me to write these words, the safety that this 
room provides, and the luxury of idle time that would allow me to ponder these heavy existential 
questions. I am so deeply aware that if not for Grace, I would not be standing here. This is 
important to say because I am deeply humbled to be able to speak to you all today. Know that 
what I have just shared with you is in no way to suggest that I have achieved these virtues, but as 
someone learning to live out the principles of love in community. I wrote these words to invite 
you all as my beloved community to join me in authentic journeying.  
	


