
Get Your Knee Off My Neck 

This powerful appeal was recorded on June 4, 2020 by Rev. Carlton Rhoden of 

Westminster Presbyterian Church of Los Angeles in the immediate aftermath of the 

murder of George Floyd. Though recorded nearly 60 years after MLK wrote his 

Letter From a Birmingham Jail, it helpfully illustrates the work that must still be done 

to fight for racial justice in our churches and communities. We strongly encourage all 

group participants to watch the 6 minute video of Rev. Rhoden here. 
 

Hello, my name is Reverend Carlton Rhoden and I'm the pastor of Westminster  

Presbyterian Church of Los Angeles, as well as president of the National Black 

Presbyterian Caucus: Southern California Chapter — and I'm going to get straight to 

the point. As an African-American male and pastor — fellow clergy person — I am a 

bit shocked that I have not heard anything from my white colleagues. 

 

The time to act is now. Racism, institutional racism, and the structures that continue to 

support it must be torn down. How many times do we have to come together to teach 

people that racism is a sin and [about the] ills that come along with it.  

 

I'm asking you: What are you doing?  

Are you preaching?  

Are you talking?  

Are you marching? 

 

What is it exactly that you are doing to help stop racism? Because if you're not doing 

anything your knee is on my neck and I can't breathe. 

 

What are you doing? Are you challenging the racist people that continue to want to 

call me a nigger, to exclude me from institutions, and jobs, and things like that? What 

are you doing? Are you speaking out? Because if you're not, your knee is on my neck 

and I can't breathe. 

 

How many times — how many men, how many women, how many children have to 

go through the trauma of institutional racism? Of police brutality? I'm talking to you, 

as a fellow clergy person, as a white man or a white woman. You are invited into 

conversations that I am not. You are invited to places I am not. That's where we need 

your help. If you're unwilling to help, well, then your knee is pushing down on my 

neck.  

All those times when you were sitting there and someone used a racial slur, what did 

you do? All those times when you were sitting there, observing, what did you think? 

https://www.wpcofla.org/
https://youtu.be/o4FDhBNX0_c


All those times when you had an opportunity to speak out and say something, what 

did you do? 

 

Please, don't tell me that you care. Don't tell me that you're sorry. Don't tell me how 

you feel. Get your knee off of my neck. 

 

Perhaps you're stunned and you're not quite certain how to react or respond. Well let 

me help you out:  

 

Preach about it. Talk about justice and the injustices that are prevalent in this society. 

Talk about racism. Don't just invite me to come and talk about it. Talk about how it 

makes you uncomfortable. Talk about how you have gained privilege from it. Talk 

about how it makes you uncomfortable. Because you know what? Guess what: 

Having a knee on your neck for over two hundred years in this country makes me 

damn uncomfortable, too. It makes me uncomfortable that every time I go outside, I'm 

constantly reminded of the color of my skin. 

 

Preach! Talk about it to your congregation, to your family members. It's those places 

where we need you to help take the knee off of our neck. In the boardrooms, in your 

conference rooms — help take the knee off of our necks. 

 

Matthew 25, Jesus asked that very question: “What did you do?” And I'm raising it 

today: What are you doing? What are you going to do? What have you done? 

 

Racism is a system that is only perpetuated by ignorance and silence. And, in order 

for us to end it, stop it, call it out — we need your help. Because racism is not a 

system that Africans or other minorities in this country have created. So stop asking 

us to give you 

solutions to the problem. Because if you aren't speaking out, you are the problem. 

Your knee is on my neck.  

 

I expect — we expect — a whole lot more from our brothers and sisters in Christ, and 

not hearing from you, not seeing you, not witnessing you raises a lot of questions. 

 

So help take the knee off of our necks.  

 

Speak out.  

Preach out.  

Call out.  

 

Thank you. 


