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Scripture reading       Luke 12:6-7 
"Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies?  Yet not one of them is forgotten in God's sight.  
But even the hairs of your head are all counted.  Do not be afraid; you are of more value than 
many sparrows." 

 

As many of you know, last month Joe and I moved from our dear old manse in Dobbs 

Ferry to new digs in Beacon, New York.  Up river, by about an hour.  I won't take the 

time to complain about the nightmare of moving out.  Suffice it to say, we're now 

happily ensconced.   

 

Once we landed in Beacon, we started exploring our new neighborhood.  One of the 

things we did was to attend a play on the campus of Vassar College.  The play by 

Mozhan Marno was called When the Lights Went Out and it was about the lives of 

several characters in NY City who were intertwined by the blackout that hit the 

northeast in August of 2003.  There is a character in the play, an Iraqi woman who has 

come to the United States in search of a cure for her 10-year- old son.  The only hope for 

him is an experimental and risky surgery.  We don’t meet the son until late in the play, 

but the woman is an appealing character. The boy goes in for the surgery and we watch 

as the doctor comes out of the operating room to tell the mother that her boy has not 

survived.  The actress who played the grieving mother touched our hearts as her 

character learned of her son's death.  But it was only later in the play when they did a 

flashback that we get to meet the son.  There's a scene of the mother and son playing 

chess, and the boy was so delightful, so playful and charming, that you just fell in love 

with him.  And suddenly, now that we knew him a little bit, the idea that this boy had 

died was almost unbearable.  He was no longer just someone's son, but this particular 

boy, so full of laughter and life.  It became so much sadder once we knew him. 

 

Another thing we did last month was to see the film Fruitvale Station.  Have you seen it?  

If you've seen it, I think you'll know why I'm talking about it.  The film is about an 
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event that took place in Oakland, California on January 1, 2009.  Here's a short 

summary of the event:  A 22-year-old black man named Oscar Grant III was returning  

with friends to Oakland from New Year's Eve festivities in San Francisco.  They were 

traveling on BART, the Bay Area's subway.  There was a fight on the train in which 

Oscar and his friends were involved.  Oscar was unarmed and no one was hurt in the 

ruckus.  He and his friends were hustled off the train at Fruitvale Station in Oakland by 

transit police, and Oscar was forced to lie face down on the platform before being 

arrested.  He was then shot in the back by a white transit police officer and died 7 hours 

later.  Many people on the subway train that night captured footage of the shooting on 

their cell phones and the videos went viral very quickly.  There was rioting in the city of 

Oakland during the following week.   There was also a portrayal of Oscar in the press as 

a felon, a drug dealer, a kind of chronic ne'er-do-well.  All true, in a way.     

 

And now, four years later, comes the film Fruitvale Station, released, ironically, right 

around the time of the Trayvon Martin trial. 

 

What Fruitvale Station does is to tell the story of Oscar Grant's last day of life.  It's New 

Year's Eve day, but otherwise it's quite an ordinary day for him.  We see him with his 

girlfriend and their delightful 4-year-old daughter, whom he adores.  We see him 

shopping for a birthday card and some goodies for his mom's birthday party that night.  

There's a scene of him in a grocery store with the manager who fired him for being late 

too often.  He's begging the man to give him his job back, to no avail.  We see him 

successfully struggling to control his temper. There's one flashback scene showing his 

mom visiting him in prison.  We also see him sitting on a rock beside the Bay, deciding 

not to sell marijuana anymore and dumping a package of it into the water. We see him 

at his mom's birthday party with friends and family, a beloved son, grandson, nephew. 

The film is not a hagiography – it don’t turn Oscar into a saint, by any stretch.  He is 

portrayed with all his flaws, but unlike the headlines, also portrayed in his humanity.  

Michael B. Jordan, who plays Oscar, really brings him to vibrant life.  Ryan Coogler, the 

director, has made a film that is so pitch perfect, it almost feels like a documentary.   

What they have created is a portrait of a complicated, imperfect, struggling, very 

likeable young man.  By the time you reach the end of the film and his inevitable and 

unnecessary death, it just feels so tragic.   
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So much more tragic than when reading the headlines:  "22-year-old black man killed in 

Oakland, California."  Ex-con, unmarried father, recently fired, drug dealer.  What 

director Ryan Coogler has done is to help us to look beyond the labels to the human 

being, not just some 22-year-old black man, but to a particular person, whose death was  

a tragic loss.  The film critic, A.O. Scott of the New York Times wrote in his review, 

“The radicalism of Fruitvale Station lies. . .in its refusal to turn a man into a symbol.  

Nearly every black man, whether or not he is president, tends to be flattened out by 

popular culture. . . rendered as an innocent victim, a noble warrior or a menace to 

society.  There is a dehumanizing violence in this habit, a willed, toxic blindness that 

Fruitvale Station at once exposes and resists.” 

 

I'd like to digress for just a minute and THANK GOD for the artists, filmmakers, 

writers, painters, poets, actors, and musicians who brings us out of our own lives in to 

the lives of others.  Sometimes others whose lives are VERY different from ours.   

 

Jesus says, "Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies?  Yet not one of them is 

forgotten in God's sight.  But even the hairs of your head are all counted.”  Even the 

hairs of Oscar Grant and Trayvon Martin's heads.  These young men are not just 

symbols, or causes, but first and foremost, human beings.  We are, all of us, particular 

people in the eyes of God.  Our stories are known, our lives are valued.   

 

But how can we stop reducing each other to headlines?  How can we stop slapping on 

labels and dismissing people?  Why do I have to see a beautifully made film about his 

life, before I really feel the tragedy of the death of Oscar Grant?  In some ways it's a 

pointless question.  It’s human nature.  We couldn't get through our lives if we allowed 

ourselves to be touched by every death we hear or read about.  We all have complex 

webs of people we actually know and love. 

 

But there is some message here, which goes along these lines -- behind every headline, 

every statistic, every label  -- is a human being, with a story, with a particular life.  A 

beloved child of God, no matter what. If only we could all of us, treat each other that 

way.  Can we grant humanity to those whose stories we don't know?  And I'm not just 

preaching to you, here.  I can be a very judgmental person.  I'm talking to all of us.   
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Can we see past labels like "young black man" or "illegal immigrant" or “homosexual” 

or even “Democrat” or "Republican" to the recognition that what we’re talking about is 

a particular person, just like me?  A person with aspirations and fears; a person who 

gives and receives love; a person with flaws.  Just like me.   

 

Namaste.  The God in me recognizes the God in you.  That's a horizon to reach for.  As a 

step toward that horizon, whenever we're in the business of slapping a label on 

someone, of judging them, let's think again.  Let's see if we can create more spacious 

hearts.  After all, if the Pope can say (about gay people), "Who am I to judge?"  surely 

we can ask ourselves the same question.   

 

 

   

 

 

 

 


