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Good Things Happen Slowly
Rev. Joe Cleveland
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June 7, 2020

Time has been behaving strangely lately.  Ever since the we started sheltering in 
place people seem to lose track of what day it is.  Have you had that experience?  Time 
has not been behaving normally.  I had a birthday last week and I can tell you that the 
number of years I’ve apparently lived on the earth doesn’t make any sense at all.  

And the last two weeks feel much longer than just two weeks.  Each day feels 
like a week to me.  Since the murder of George Floyd in the wake of the murders of 
Breonna Taylor and Ahmaud Arbery every day it feels like there is so much to have to 
pay attention to, and lots of listening to do and learning to do.

I know that much of the way I’ve been feeling is because of the privilege that has 
always been mine because I’m white.  And I should say that who I’m talking to today 
with this sermon is white people.  We white people are having to think about race and 
what racial justice means and trying to understand the work we are being called to do. 

Part of the work is simply the doing of it — trying not to exercise the privilege I 
have not to have to think about race as I go about my days.  And now, of course, with all 
the protests, it is thankfully more difficult to avoid addressing the issue of racial justice 
and the long history of violent and racialized policing.  

I’ll be at the “march and protest against police brutality and racism” that will 
start at 1:00 at High Rock and then proceed down Broadway to Congress Park.  I’d 
welcome your participation and you know that the pandemic hasn’t gone away, so 
there is probably some risk to health that you should take seriously before you decide to 
go.  If you’re not well, that’s not going to help make anything better.  There are a lot of 
ways that need to be worked in order to dismantle the forces of white supremacy and 
anti-blackness that have been institutionalized and systematized in our country. 

Maybe it’s the undeniable violence so starkly on display that has made George 
Floyd’s killing the tipping point.  a white police officer put his knee to the neck of a 
black man for nice minutes while that man protests that he can’t breathe and calls out to 
his mom in desperation and then goes still and the police officer keeps the pressure on 
that dying man’s neck.  Not only that but that the three other officers at hand will just 
stand by and watch a black man’s murder.  He called out for his mom.  “Momma! 
Momma, I’m through,” he cries.  And it’s not the police officers who are moved — it’s 
the bystanders who are yelling at the police that they are killing him, a human being.  It 
is a kind of exclamation point on a long line of videos we’ve seen Sandra Bland, 
Philando Castile.  Philando — that was Minnesota, too.

I grew up in Minnesota.  I was born in St. Paul and grew up in a suburb called 
Maple Grove—a far-flung suburb of Minneapolis in the upper left-hand corner of the 
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Twin Cities.  There was a big demonstration in Maple Grove and that boggles my mind.  
It’s such a quiet, white city.  

There’s been so much to read lately and so much to learn.  The thing that has 
effected me most was a documentary that was broadcast on Twin Cities public 
television last year.  You can still watch it online now.  It’s a program called “Jim Crow 
of the North.”  Minnesota has one of the widest discrepancies in the nation between 
black and white when it comes to wealth.  In the program at one point they say 75 
percent of white Minnesotans own a home and 25 percent of black Minnesotans own a 
home.  We think of the north as a place where racism didn’t happen — We didn’t have 
Jim Crow and segregation up here in the north.  But we did.  The documentary is about 
the practice of putting restrictive covenants on real estate deals.  The practice started 
after a black man bought some land and built a house in a white neighborhood.  The 
neighbors didn’t know it was a black family that was moving in when the house was 
being built.  After the family moved in, crowds of white people would stand outside the 
house and holler at the family to leave.  You are not wanted here.  

Minneapolis in the early twentieth century was a fairly integrated city, 
apparently.  It’s not any more.  And it’s because of these covenants attached to deeds 
that forbid the selling of the property to anyone who is negro or of African descent — or 
moorish, or Turkish, or Hebrew, and on and on.  It segregated the neighborhoods.  It 
segregated the city.  And then redlining gets added on top of that — banks and lenders 
draw up maps and won’t give you loans for houses in the areas on those maps that they 
colored in red.  And those housing values are depressed and the white folk move out 
and black folk are corralled in.  And the federal government makes restrictive covenants 
a requirement in order to qualify for funding from New Deal programs in the thirties 
and forties.  Segregation was written into the laws. 

I was watching this documentary, and listening to the stories of two black 
families who tried to stick it out in white neighborhoods, both families finally leaving — 
and I am thinking, “This is where I grew up.”  This is where my parents grew up.  How 
different would the lives of my parents been, and the lives of their parents — how 
different would my life have been — if this system of legal segregation had not been 
instituted in Minneapolis and St. Paul.  And it made me so sad.  White supremacy and 
anti-blackness made sure that I grew up in white cities and went to almost all-white 
schools.  White people need to be liberated from white supremacy culture, too.  

These emotions — it is important to stay with them.  The outrage, the grief, the 
sadness.  At the loss of black life, at the enforced economic and educational 
impoverishment of black lives, at the cultural and moral and ethical impoverishment of 
white lives.  The tears of the mother wailing at the death of her black son or daughter — 
we need to stay with them.  White people need to feel them.

Grief and lament and mourning are an important part of the movement for 
change — I think they cause and motivate movement for change, for liberation, for the 



Page  of 3 5

recognition that nobody’s lives matter until black lives matter.  And this is a spiritual 
practice: staying with difficult emotions, and developing the resources to realize that 
staying with difficult, powerful emotions will not overwhelm you or destroy you.  They 
will move us and help us move.  The Zen priest angel Kyodo williams says, “white 
folks, you might not know what to ‘do’ about it, but you can start by feeling which is 
where all wisdom of what to do when you don’t know what to do comes from.”

Spiritual practices like prayer or meditation — they are not meant to bring peace 
in the sense that they make difficult situations go away or not matter.  We meditate and 
we pray to help us come into a relationship with tension.  The Martin Luther King, Jr. 
quote you’re thinking of here is “True peace is not merely the absence of tension; it is 
the presence of justice.”  angel Kyodo williams urges white folks to step toward rather 
than away from tension: she says (and I’ll include the profanity, so prepare yourself), 
“in the meantime, give a shit.  feel helpless outrage.  take a risk.   listen.  learn.  get it 
wrong.  offend someone.  make beloved all black bodies.”

One of the tensions I’ve encountered in my listening to what black leaders and 
organizers are calling for is in their call to defund the police.  When I first heard that, I 
couldn’t understand that.  One of the things that I have demonstrated for in the past in 
Saratoga Springs is for there to be a Civilian Review Board so that there might be some 
mechanism for accountability and redress when police officers violate the dignity of the 
people they are supposed to be protecting.  The year before I got to Saratoga Springs, 
Darryl Mount died as a result of injuries sustained in being pursued and arrested by our 
police.  And I want Darryl Mount and his family to get some justice.  The Social Justice 
Team and I and the Board have been talking about putting that demand out there again 
in our city and I wrote about that in last Friday’s email newsletter.  And now I’m going 
to disappoint and anger at least one or two of you, I think.  I think it wouldn’t be a bad 
idea for the city to institute a Civilian Review Board.  But I’m also trying to listen to 
black leadership, and they’re not calling for this.  I’m not hearing it from black leaders 
today.  What I’m hearing is defund the police and invest in black communities.  

In the summer of 2009 I went on a justice journey sponsored by the Unitarian 
Universalist Service Committee to learn about the southern civil rights movement and 
its legacy.  At one point I was sitting at a table with one of the other participants.  We 
were in a dining hall at Tuskegee University in Alabama.  We were talking about the 
police and I said that I remembered going to the Minnesota State Fair and my mom 
telling me that if I got lost or separated from mom or dad in the crowd, that I should 
look for a police officer and they would help me.  My lunch partner laughed.  He was a 
black man who had grown up in Alabama and was at the time of our lunch a lawyer for 
the Air Force, I think.  He said, My mom told me if I ever saw the police to turn around 
and get the heck out of there!  Maybe I didn’t hear what he was saying well enough at 
the time.  Policing is experienced as traumatic if you are black in this country.  I think I 
need to stay with the emotions here, feel what that might feel like.  I need to do some 



Page  of 4 5

learning here.  Why should I assume that in order for there to be respect and safety that 
there must necessarily be police?  What if there are alternatives?  

The movement for Black Lives is saying “We demand a divestment from the 
police and investment in black communities.  We demand local schools, colleges, 
universities and ally public institutions cut ties with the police.”  And the University of 
Minnesota is cutting ties with the police.  The Poor People’s Campaign is saying 
“Defund and demilitarize the police. End mass incarceration and stop criminalizing the 
poor.”  And when they unpack what they mean by that, they don’t mention review 
boards.  A member of the Minneapolis City Council, Jeremiah Ellison, said this week

“We are going to dismantle the Minneapolis Police Department,” […] “And 
when we’re done, we’re not simply gonna glue it back together,” he added. “We 
are going to dramatically rethink how we approach public safety and emergency 
response.”1

The President of the UUA, Susan Frederick-Gray, just a few days ago wrote a very 
moving, very sophisticated column for the UU World about this call to defund the 
police.  There’s a link to her column on our website {https://www.uuworld.org/articles/
president-special-message-policing} and I hope you’ll read it and then join in with me 
and the Social Justice Team to have a dinnertime discussion of her column this Tuesday 
on Zoom.  There is some careful discernment for us to do here, especially if we are 
feeling a call to move toward tension, and to empower black leaders and organizers.  

When I started thinking about what I wanted to say today, the phrase “Good 
things happen slowly,” came into my mind.  It’s the title of a memoir written by Fred 
Hersch, a jazz pianist and the first out gay HIV-positive jazz musician.  At one point he 
was critically ill and in a coma in intensive care because of a virulent strand of 
pneumonia and not anything HIV-related.  After he was in the coma for a month, Fred’s 
husband Scott asked a doctor when there might be a change in how Fred was doing.  
The doctor looked down at Fred unconscious and on life support, and said, “In a case 
like this, good things happen slowly.”  And then “Turning to face Scott, he added, “But 
bad things happen fast.”   After six weeks in a coma, Fred improved and woke up.  But 2

he was very weak and eating only through a feeding tube.  He had to learn how to 
swallow before he could eat.  He says, 

Swallow therapy was one of the most difficult and frustrating of all the rehab 
challenges I faced.  It involved months of tedious oral contortions, often with 
tongue depressors, trying to build small muscles in my mouth and throat that I 
had never been aware of and couldn’t even begin to feel. [268-269]

 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/05/us/defund-police-floyd-protests.html 1

 Fred Hersch.  Good Things Happen Slowly: A Life In and Out of Jazz.  Crown Archetype, 2017.  257.2
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I hope that Fred Hersch will forgive me for taking his almost dying as a sermon 
illustration and say: I think we have some muscles to build up that we may never have 
been aware of and, until now, hadn’t even begun to feel.  We need to be both discerning 
and bold.  And this is going to take some difficult, probably frustrating effort.  It may 
feel that we’re having to do contortions.  We’re just trying to learn new moves.  And 
sometimes we’re going to get it wrong.  But we will listen and learn.  May we be willing 
to offend those reflexes shaped by the effects of white supremacy and anti-blackness in 
our culture and in our institutions and even in this congregation.  To use again the 
words of rev. angel Kyodo williams, may we make beloved all black bodies.

Amen.


