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A Commentary  

The pain of violence by public authorities upon the children of a race has deep lament in 
scripture.  Such corporate experiences continue deep in the cumulative memory of a 
people from generation to generation, and as our faith teaches, also in the memory of 

God.  In scripture the violent forcing of Israel’s youth into bondage from Egypt to 
Babylon is remembered when God, spoke to Jeremiah saying: 

 
"A voice is heard in Ramah, mourning and great weeping, Rachel weeping for her 

children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more." [Jeremiah 31:15]. 

Again, in the New Testament Matthew [2:18] reclaims this historic lament of Rachel 
when Jewish mothers made grievous cries of rage as their children were slaughter by 

those with legal authority. 

Our faith is that God still recognizes the pain and weeping caused by injustice and 
authorized violence against a people.  As Contemporary people of faith we believe there 
is still Divine recognition of the lamenting cries of mothers, and all in those in sympathy 
with them. And what God recognizes most is not simply a cry for comfort but a prayer 

for justice and peace, without which there can be no comfort for the soul. 

Let us pray: 

O God of Rachel, the mother of Israel; and God of all mothers in all times and 
places who weep the violent death of their children. Today we pray especially for 
African American mothers.  We pray that you would hear their lamenting prayers 
of “mourning and great weeping”; and that you would help us also to hear their 

grieving cries which echo from unknown slave mothers to the cries of Mamie Till 
and Samantha Rice. 

In concert with them, Lord, let us refuse to be comforted until justice and peace is 
honored by the action of our lives, by those who administer the rule of law, and 

those to whom we give authority to protect and serve all citizens.   

So, we pray your Holy Spirit to give us strength for the work of justice; grace to 
keep our souls against bitterness or cynicism; and a blessed hope for 

reconciliation.    All this we ask through Jesus Christ, the Prince of Peace.  Amen 

 

 



 

 

“Give us Grace” 

A Prayer by W. E. B. Dubois (1909) 

 

A prayer to challenge his students at Clark Atlanta University to have 

courage in doing the work of justice in a racially hostile time and 

environment .  

 

Give us grace, O God, to dare to do the deed which we well know 

cries to be done. Let us not hesitate because of ease, or the 

words of men’s mouths, or our own lives. Mighty causes are 

calling us—the freeing of women, the training of children, the 

putting down of hate and murder and poverty—all these and 

more. But they call with voices that mean work and sacrifices 

and death. Mercifully grant us, O God, the spirit of Esther, that 

we say: I will go unto the King and if I perish, I perish. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

                                            A Litany of Atlanta 

  Written by W. E. B. Dubois during the Atlanta Riots of 1906,                                                                                

also known as “The Day of Death”.  Commentary by Bishop Nathan D. 

Baxter 

 

This litany was composed for worship in the Chapel of Clark Atlanta 

University and Gammon Seminary, occasioned by the white on black race 

riots in the City of Atlanta, 1906.  The riots coupled white attackers with 

state militia, local and state political sanctions, and a violent put down of 

black resistance causing a number of black deaths (approximately 40) and 

2 white deaths.  Black religious, community and business leaders called for 

a time of dialogue with the white community and government.  This plea 

was ignored.  The aftermath caused Atlanta to retreat into deeper 

segregation for almost a century.  The period September 2-24 of the riots 

was called “the Day of Death” during which time Dubois wrote the Litany.  

His petitions captures the grief, anger and questioning of God by the black 

citizens and leaders; while reflecting a steadfast faith and hope that could 

hold God accountable to the essential Divine nature of justice.  The 

liturgical influence of Dubois religious experience is evident in this and 

many of his prayers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A Litany of Atlanta 

W. E. Burghardt Du Bois (1868–1963) 

Done at Atlanta, in the Day of Death, 1906 

  

  

  O SILENT GOD, Thou whose voice afar in mist and mystery hath left our 

ears an-hungered in these fearful days—  

    Hear us, good Lord!  

  

  Listen to us, Thy children: our faces dark with doubt are made a mockery 

in Thy sanctuary. With uplifted hands we front Thy heaven, O God, crying:  

    We beseech Thee to hear us, good Lord!  

  

  We are not better than our fellows, Lord; we are but weak and human 

men. When our devils do deviltry, curse Thou the doer and the deed: curse 

them as we curse them, do to them all and more than ever they have done 

to innocence and weakness, to womanhood and home.         5 

    Have mercy upon us, miserable sinners!  

  

  And yet whose is the deeper guilt? Who made these devils? Who nursed 

them in crime and fed them on injustice? Who ravished and debauched 

their mothers and their grandmothers? Who bought and sold their crime, 

and waxed fat and rich on public iniquity?  

    Thou knowest, good God!  

  

  Is this Thy justice, O Father, that guile is easier than innocence, and the 

innocent crucified for the guilt of the untouched guilty?  

    Justice, O judge of men!         10 



  

  Wherefore do we pray? Is not the God of the fathers dead? Have not 

seers seen in Heaven’s halls Thine hearsed and lifeless form stark amidst 

the black and rolling smoke of sin; where all along bow bitter forms of 

endless dead?  

    Awake, Thou that sleepest!  

  

  Thou art not dead, but flown afar, up hills of endless light, thru blazing 

corridors of suns, where worlds do swing of good and gentle men, of 

women strong and free—far from the cozenage, black hypocrisy and 

chaste prostitution of this shameful speck of dust!  

    Turn again, O Lord, leave us not to perish in our sin!  

  

  From lust of body and lust of blood         15 

    Great God, deliver us!  

  

  From lust of power and lust of gold,  

    Great God, deliver us!  

  

  From the leagued lying of despot and of brute,  

    Great God, deliver us!         20 

  

  A city lay in travail, God our Lord, and from her loins sprang twin Murder 

and Black Hate. Red was the midnight; clang, crack and cry of death and 

fury filled the air and trembled underneath the stars when church spires 

pointed silently to Thee. And all this was to sate the greed of greedy men 

who hide behind the veil of vengeance!  

    Bend us Thine ear, O Lord!  



  

  In the pale, still morning we looked upon the deed. We stopped our ears 

and held our leaping hands, but they—did they not wag their heads and 

leer and cry with bloody jaws: Cease from Crime! The word was mockery, 

for thus they train a hundred crimes while we do cure one.  

    Turn again our captivity, O Lord!  

  

  Behold this maimed and broken thing; dear God, it was an humble black 

man who toiled and sweat to save a bit from the pittance paid him. They 

told him: Work and Rise. He worked. Did this man sin? Nay, but some one 

told how some one said another did—one whom he had never seen nor 

known. Yet for that man’s crime this man lieth maimed and murdered, his 

wife naked to shame, his children, to poverty and evil.         25 

    Hear us, O Heavenly Father!  

  

  Doth not this justice of hell stink in Thy nostrils, O God? How long shall 

the mounting flood of innocent blood roar in Thine ears and pound in our 

hearts for vengeance? Pile the pale frenzy of blood-crazed brutes who do 

such deeds high on Thine altar, Jehovah Jireh, and burn it in hell forever 

and forever!  

    Forgive us, good Lord; we know not what we say!  

  

  Bewildered we are, and passion-tossed, mad with the madness of a 

mobbed and mocked and murdered people; straining at the armposts of 

Thy Throne, we raise our shackled hands and charge Thee, God, by the 

bones of our stolen fathers, by the tears of our dead mothers, by the very 

blood of Thy crucified Christ: What meaneth this? Tell us the Plan; give us 

the Sign!  

    Keep not thou silence, O God!         30 

  



  Sit no longer blind, Lord God, deaf to our prayer and dumb to our dumb 

suffering. Surely Thou too art not white, O Lord, a pale, bloodless, 

heartless thing?  

    Ah! Christ of all the Pities!  

  

  Forgive the thought! Forgive these wild, blasphemous words. Thou art still 

the God of our black fathers, and in Thy soul’s soul sit some soft 

darkenings of the evening, some shadowings of the velvet night.  

  

  But whisper—speak—call, great God, for Thy silence is white terror to our 

hearts! The way, O God, show us the way and point us the path.  

  

  Whither? North is greed and South is blood; within, the coward, and 

without, the liar. Whither? To death?         35 

    Amen! Welcome dark sleep!  

  

  Whither? To life? But not this life, dear God, not this. Let the cup pass 

from us, tempt us not beyond our strength, for there is that clamoring and 

clawing within, to whose voice we would not listen, yet shudder lest we 

must, and it is red, Ah! God! It is a red and awful shape.  

    Selah!  

  

  In yonder East trembles a star.  

    Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord!         40 

  

  Thy will, O Lord, be done!  

    Kyrie Eleison!  

  



  Lord, we have done these pleading, wavering words.  

    We beseech Thee to hear us, good Lord!  

  

  We bow our heads and hearken soft to the sobbing of women and little 

children.         45 

    We beseech Thee to hear us, good Lord!  

  

  Our voices sink in silence and in night.  

    Hear us, good Lord!  

  

  In night, O God of a godless land!  

    Amen!         50 

  

  In silence, O Silent God.     Selah 

 

 

 

 

 



Join Us 

 

 

Prayers for Ferguson 

Prayers for our Life Together 

 

A resource for individuals and congregations 

 

 

The Young Adults in the Union of Black Episcopalians wrote a statement 

(http://www.ube.org/dfc/newsdetail_2/3167038) in August responding to the events in Ferguson, 

and inviting the church to respond. Their call to act, to remember, and to pray provides the foundation 

for this resource. We invite your use of this for individual or corporate prayer.  The prayers are from 

The Book of Common Prayer, and were selected to meet the needs of those who approach the situation, 

and its aftermath, with a variety of concerns and hopes. We encourage modifications to meet the needs 

of those who gather. 

~ Heidi Clark, Associate to the Rector, St. Timothy’s Episcopal Church, Creve 

Coeur, Missouri 

~ The Rev. Marvin Foltz, Rector, St. Timothy’s Episcopal Church, Creve Coeur, 

Missouri 

 

http://www.ube.org/dfc/newsdetail_2/3167038
http://www.ube.org/dfc/newsdetail_2/3167038


 

 

 

 

 

In response to the August 9, 2014 shooting which claimed the life of Michael Brown, 18, an 

unarmed young black man in Ferguson Missouri, we join in prayer for the repose of the soul 

of Michael Brown. 

O God, whose mercies cannot be numbered: Accept our prayers on behalf of your servant 

Michael, and grant him an entrance into the land of light and joy, in the fellowship of your 

saints; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one 

God, now and forever. Amen 

Most merciful God, whose wisdom is beyond our understanding, deal graciously with Michael’s 

family and community in their grief. Surround them with your love, that they may not be 

overwhelmed by their loss, but have confidence in your goodness, and strength to meet the 

days to come; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen 

 

 

In response to the demonstrators who have gathered to peacefully express their outrage, 

anger and frustration at the death of this young man, we reaffirm our Baptismal vow to 

"strive for justice and peace among all people, and respect the dignity of every human being" 

and we pray, 

Almighty God, who created us in your own image: Grant us grace fearlessly to contend against 

evil and to make no peace with oppression; and, that we may reverently use our freedom, help 

us to employ it in the maintenance of justice in our communities and among the nations, to the 

glory of your holy Name; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the 

Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen 

Almighty God, whose Son forgave his enemies while he was suffering shame and death: 

Strengthen those who suffer for the sake of conscience; when they are accused, save them 

from speaking in hate; when they are rejected, save them from bitterness; when they are 

imprisoned, save them from despair; and to us your servants, give grace to respect their 



witness and to discern the truth, that our society may be cleansed and strengthened. This we 

ask for the sake of Jesus Christ, our merciful and righteous Judge. Amen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In response to the multiple incidences of restrictions on movement, protesting, media 

communications, free press,  black-outs of images of brutality and excessive force against 

citizens, we hope for a reasoned use of power, and for accountability in our ordered lives, 

and so we pray, 

Lord our Governor, bless the leaders of our land, that we may be a people at peace among 

ourselves and a blessing to other nations of the earth. Lord, keep this nation under your care. 

To the President and members of the Cabinet, to Governors of States, Mayors of Cities, and to 

all in administrative authority, grant wisdom and grace in the exercise of their duties. 

Give grace to your servants, O Lord. To Senators and Representatives, and those who make our 

laws in States, Cities, and Towns, give courage, wisdom, and foresight to provide for the needs 

of all our people, and to fulfill our obligations in the community of nations. 

Give grace to your servants, O Lord. To the Judges and officers of our Courts give understanding 

and integrity, that human rights may be safeguarded and justice served. 

Give grace to your servants, O Lord. Teach our people to rely on your strength and to accept 

their responsibilities to their fellow citizens, that they may elect trustworthy leaders and make 

wise decisions for the well-being of our society; that we may serve you faithfully in our 

generation and honor your holy Name. 

For yours is the kingdom, O Lord, and you are exalted as head above all.  Amen 

 

 

For law enforcement, the military, and all who gather to protect the protesters, the media,  

the community of Ferguson and other areas in troubled times, we pray, 



Almighty God, we commend to your gracious care and keeping the men and women summoned 

to serve and protect us in times of conflict.  Defend them day by day with your heavenly grace; 

strengthen them in their trials and temptations; give them courage to face the perils which 

beset them; and grant them a sense of your abiding presence wherever they may be.  Uphold,  

guide and protect them.  Make them wise in the exercise of their authority, correct them in any 

error, protect them from danger, and make them instruments of peace.  Amen 

 

 

 

 

In response this situation's eerie reminders of countless cities across the United States in the 

1960s, we commit the church, and ourselves, to remember our past, to regard the 

victimization, fear and helplessness fueled in communities by these situations, and to stand 

boldly even though we may have failed to do so before, in this continued call to the difficult 

work of confronting oppression, and so we pray,   

Holy God, we are your creation, and in you we know redemption and righteousness. You have 

established us among your people across the earth, with saints from before and those yet to 

come. Again and again you call us to return to you. Strengthen us in times of uncertainty, 

restore us to you and to one another, and cause a new light to shine brightly in our hearts.  

Amen   

 

In response to the looting, property damage, and violence done in the midst of the conflict, 

we pray, 

O God, you have bound us together in a common life. Help us, in the midst of our struggles for 

justice and truth, to confront one another without hatred or bitterness, and to work together 

with mutual forbearance and respect; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen  

O God, in whose perfect kingdom no sword is drawn but the sword of righteousness, no 

strength known but the strength of love: So mightily spread abroad your Spirit, that all peoples 

may be gathered under the banner of the Prince of Peace, as children of one God; to whom be 

dominion and glory, now and for ever. Amen. 

 

 

In response to the lasting effect this situation will have on the young black residents of 

Ferguson and across the country; how they will relate to police officers in the future, how 



they will believe in their deep worth as children of God,  claim their rights to dignity and 

justice, and for our willingness to join in solidarity, together with them, we pray, 

Grant, O God, that your holy and life-giving Spirit may so move every human heart, and 

especially the hearts of the young people in Ferguson, that barriers which divide us may 

crumble, suspicions disappear, and hatreds cease; that our divisions being healed, we may live 

in justice and peace; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In response to the subculture of prejudice against black people resulting in headline after 

headline of another American lying dead in neighborhood streets, we commit ourselves to 

telling the truth, in love. To teach ourselves, and one another, the appropriate messages, and 

the appropriate channels to carry this truth into the larger culture of our life together, so that 

the prophetic voice of the Episcopal Church resounds in speaking against the legacy of 

institutionalized oppression in the United States and across our world, and we pray,  

Almighty God, we beseech thee to look with loving-kindness on the people of our nation, as we 

struggle to live our lives in time of great uncertainty and fear.  Grant that we may recover from 

the rubble of our past mistakes and current fears, find hope in shared goals of reconciliation, 

and put our trust in you.  Help us also to turn to one another, so in these times of trouble all 

people of every faith, race and ethnicity may be drawn yet more closely in bonds of shared 

amity, respect, and purpose, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

 

Almighty God, in your Word you have given us a vision of that holy City to which the nations of 

the world bring their glory: Behold and visit, we pray, our homes and cities across the earth. 

Renew the ties of mutual regard which form our civic life. Send us honest and able leaders. 

Enable us to eliminate poverty, prejudice, and oppression, that peace may prevail with 

righteousness, and justice with order, and that men and women from different cultures and 

with differing talents may find with one another the fulfillment of their humanity; through Jesus 

Christ our Lord. Amen 

 


