
David Williamson
Reflection on “Modern Racism” behavior

I am grateful to VISIONS, Inc. for teaching me about the ways racism (another other forms of 
oppression) manifest themselves in many different ways and at four levels: Personal, 
Interpersonal, Institutional and Cultural.  VISIONS worked with all the clergy in the Florida 
Conference United Methodist Church in 2012 and 2013 to provide a model for ongoing 
diversity, equity and inclusion work.  This training was “mandatory” from my bishop at the time 
and I confess that I went guarded and resistant. I’d been to training before where I felt shamed, 
blamed and attacked for being a white guy.

Reflecting back upon that experience, I understand that there is no way for me to be entirely 
comfortable having conversation about racism and other forms of oppression, and that is ok. 
The reality involves recognizing very painful wounds that cause me to weep, rage and tremble. 
What was helpful about the VISIONS model for me was one of the very first things I heard in 
the guidelines for cross cultural dialogue.  “It’s ok to disagree. It’s not ok to attack, shame and 
blame myself or others.”  This permission, gave me the space I needed to take the next step, 
and the next step, and the next step toward being a multicultural change agent.

I’m writing this as a part of my ongoing learning about the way racism manifests itself in ways 
that are not overtly about race, and nonetheless serve to perpetuate a system in which black 
people are “less than.”  VISIONS refers to these behaviors as “Modern ‘ism’ behaviors.” The 
particular behavior I want to address here is this.

Denial of the political significance of differences. (Political significance includes the 
social, economic, historical, psychological and structural impacts of oppression).

In response to the protests and demonstrations nationwide surrounding the murder of George 
Floyd by a Minneapolis, Minnesota police officer, I heard a white Christian man say: “Really 
wish there could be such an out-cry and attempts to listen whenever peace officers are 
murdered.”

This is my learning about the impact of saying something like "Really wish there could be such 
an out-cry and attempts to listen whenever peace officers are murdered" when it comes to 
racial justice and healing. 

For racial justice and healing to happen, I'm learning that noticing historic power differences 
between groups is important. 

All groups of people have not had equal access statistically to the benefits of society. Not all 
groups of people have equal access to power which leads to psychological, economic, and 
social health.

When considering the two groups "people of color" and "police" I am compelled to recognize 
the historic power differences with regard to access.

Of course human beings make up these two groups. And of course it is tragic and worthy of 
mourning the murder of any of the human beings who make up both of these groups.



It is the political (power) difference in terms of access that contributes to the response we are 
seeing when a person of color is murdered by someone in the institution of the Police 
Department.  As a white guy I do not see or feel the same impact of fear and terror as a person 
of color when it comes to an encounter with police.  This impact of Police upon people of color 
rises out of this historic power difference that exists between the two groups.

Historically, police departments in this country were created to help maintain the laws that both 
enslaved and excluded people of color. I learned this from the white Chief of Police in St 
Augustine, and from the resources listed below. As a white person I have never experienced 
history like that. As a black colleague of mine shared with me earlier this week. "Police 
departments existed to 'keep black people in their place'."  This was brutally done in the 
lynching era as police either turned their heads or participated in the murders of black people 
without due process. This continued during the civil rights era when police were used to control 
marchers, arrest people at sit ins, kneel ins, pray ins, etc.  The pictures in my own St Augustine 
of black beach goers being beat with police batons, black kneelers in front of a whites only 
restaurant being poked with police cattle prods and rounded up with police dogs, and black 
high school students who dared to raise their voice to protest this inhumanity being arrested 
and put into jail with white men. . .  all this depicts the historic power differences that exist 
between these two groups.

Today we are living in the immediate legacy of police using their power to pull over, arrest and 
put in jail statistically more people of color for minor traffic violations. Plain and simple, police 
departments and the justice system have been used as a tool for a new form of "Jim Crow." 
The prison population has exploded since 1980 from 500,000 to over 2 million - largely due to 
non-violent drug charges as part of the "war on drugs."  We essentially criminalized a health 
crisis that needed intervention and treatment (read more about this in Michelle Alexander's 
book, "The New Jim Crow” and in the 2016 movie “13th”).

Add to this, the lie which became cultural bias, propagated with D.W. Griffith’s 1915 film ”Birth 
of a Nation,” that dark skinned people are inherently more dangerous, violent and suspicious . . 
. combined with police departments that have become more militaristic in their approach in 
recent years  . . . we get a deadly cocktail that leads to police (even 'good police') who have 
used their power to shoot and strangle people of color when they are actually posing no real 
threat.

I heard a statistic on the news that only about 30% of people of color see the Police as people 
who can be trusted to serve and protect them, compared to nearly 80% of white people who 
see the Police as people who can be trusted to serve and protect them.  This is not simply a 
baseless difference of opinion. This is based on historic power differences that have been used 
to systematically oppress people of color.

With all that in mind now, I am aware that the impact of the (I believe well-meaning) statement: 
"Really wish there could be such an out-cry and attempts to listen whenever peace officers are 
murdered" feels like a big discount to the historic, institutional abuses of power that must be 
addressed with honesty and without defensiveness by police departments across the nation.



Of course "Blue lives matter" . . . from a historical power perspective in relation to Black lives, 
they always have mattered more than black lives.  A clergy colleague of mine who is black said 
something that has stuck with me. 

"Saying 'all lives matter' is like saying 'all bones matter' when my leg is broken. Of course all 
bones matter, but when my leg is broken, that is the bone that matters right now."  

Right now, I'm standing with those who say black lives matter because there is a brokenness 
called racism that functions at personal, interpersonal, institutional and cultural levels that must 
be acknowledged for healing to take place in our land.

Seeing the power differences helps me appreciate the impact of some of my well meaning 
statements like:  "Really wish there could be such an out-cry and attempts to listen whenever 
peace officers are murdered”. And . . . I believe this effort to notice these power differences 
(and the impact of my well-meaning words) will lead toward a future in which no one’s 
humanity is discounted.

Peace of the Lord,
David Williamson

Sources and Resources for further learning:

https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-long-reach-of-racism-in-the-u-s-11591372542

https://www.npr.org/2020/06/03/869046127/american-police

https://www.visions-inc.org

https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-long-reach-of-racism-in-the-u-s-11591372542
https://www.npr.org/2020/06/03/869046127/american-police

