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Search me, O God, and know my heart;  

test me and know my thoughts.  

See if there is any wicked way in me,  

and lead me in the way everlasting.  Ps. 139:23-24 

 

 This sermon will need to taxi awhile before it is ready to take off and actually get going. 

You will bear with me, I trust. 

 

 We back away from the gate with two quotations. A professor of journalism said, in a 

television interview this summer, “The story of our time is racism.”
1
 Well, it has been the story 

for a long time. Sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois said way back in 1900, and this is the second 

quotation, “The problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color-line.”
2
 Those two 

quotations, the one from the journalist and the one from the sociologist, are enough to give us a 

topic for today: the subject of race; and with that we are away from the gate. 

 

 We taxi toward the runway by wondering what to do about the subject of race. Two more 

quotations, each by a sitting Supreme Court Justice, can lay out our options. Chief Justice John 

Roberts is on record as saying, “The way to stop discriminating on the basis of race is to stop 

discriminating on the basis of race.”
3
 One of Roberts’ interpreters says the Chief Justice means 

by that that the best way to overcome racial discrimination is to quit talking about it so much.
4
 

Associate Justice Sonia Sotomayor is of the opposite opinion. She is on record as saying, in 

direct opposition to Roberts, “The right way to stop discriminating on the basis of race is to 

speak openly and candidly on the subject of race . . . .”
5
 My inclination is to side with Justice 

Sotomayor and to speak about race, and that moves us a little closer to the runway. 

 

 But we haven’t yet reached the runway. We get there by asking how the pulpit of a 

predominantly white congregation should address the subject of race. There is no point, it seems 

to me, in preaching the easy sermon saying that racism is wrong. You already know that. None 

of you are willingly or deliberately racist, so saying racism is wrong may feel good but it doesn’t 

add anything to any dimension of our thinking. A better homiletical approach for this 

congregation is the more difficult one of working in the area of our whiteness. We are not racists, 

but we may have yet to truly come to terms with our whiteness, with what being white means in 

our society today.
6
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 Now that approach gets us to the runway. Our subject is racism and our approach to the 

subject is to think about our whiteness. So far; so good: we are on the runway. But we still need 

clearance from the tower. That is my way of saying I need a text for thinking about racism in 

terms of coming to terms with our whiteness. As a preacher and theologian in our Reformed 

tradition, biblical texts are to guide my thinking so it is not just my thinking I present to a 

congregation. But as far as I can determine, there is no text in scripture that deals with whiteness. 

The prevailing culture behind scripture is not white or aware of whiteness. 

 

 That problem had me sitting with my Bible for a long time in anticipation of this sermon. 

Then it was as if the Lord led me to see that, since I cannot offer an exposition of a clear text 

directly relevant to the matter I want to address, the best thing to do is to speak confessionally. 

That led me straightaway to the end of Psalm 139 and these verses: 

Search me, O God, and know my heart;  

test me and know my thoughts.  

See if there is any wicked way in me,  

and lead me in the way everlasting.  

Those psalm lines are from a man in much the same situation as we. He is not aware of any 

problem inside his thinking or inside his soul. Still, he is open to confess there may be something 

that needs correction. And so he prays, 

Search me, O God, and know my heart;  

test me and know my thoughts.  

See if there is any wicked way in me,  

and lead me in the way everlasting.   

 

 With that we have clearance from the tower and the sermon can at last take off! We have 

a topic: racism. We have an approach: dealing with our whiteness. And we have a message with 

biblical authority: God searches our hearts to expose and reveal truth about us. 

 

When I let God search my soul about racism, I am led to see that whiteness affords me privilege. 

 Well. That was a rough take off with a steep ascent, largely because few terms are more 

controversial and uncomfortable to predominantly white congregations than the term white 

privilege. We who were not born with silver spoons, we who had nothing handed to us, have a 

hard time getting hold of the idea that we have privilege. 

 

 But we were handed more than we think. A video online explains white privilege in terms 

of a footrace, and I find it helpful.
7
 The video shows a number of young people of various ethnic 

backgrounds. They are lined up for a race for a prize. The person acting as the starter says, 

before the race begins, that he is going to give some statements. The directions are the following: 

 Take two steps forward if your parents are still married. 

 Take two steps forward if you had a father figure in your home. 

 Take two steps forward if you had access to private education. 

 Take two steps forward if you had access to private tutors. 

 Take two steps forward if you never had to help your parents pay household bills. 
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 Take two steps forward if something other than athletic ability made it so you did not 

have to pay for college. 

 Take two steps forward if you never had to worry where your next meal was coming 

from.  

As the directions went along, there were those who could keep moving forward and there were 

those who could not. The result was that a handful of the runners were quite close to the race’s 

finish line before it even started. Everybody had a chance to compete, but some had a better 

chance to win because they had a better place from which to start. 

 

 Putting ourselves in that video, perhaps it is true we would not have been among those 

right up close to the finish line, but we would not be among those away far back still at the 

starting line either. Nothing has been handed to us. We were born with no silver spoons. But we 

have enjoyed certain advantages simply because we are white. We have to own that and come to 

grips with it. 

 

There is my first point. When I let God search my soul about racism, I am led to see that 

my whiteness affords me certain privilege. Now let us bank our plane a little bit and consider 

things from another angle. 

 

When I let God search my soul about racism, I am led to see my privilege inhibits my 

understanding. 

 Justice Sotomayor has said nonwhites live with the subtle and not-so-subtle message that 

they do not belong where they are if they are outside certain bounds.
8
 I do not receive that 

message as a tall white male; I do not know what it is like to live inside skin that society says is 

different and does not belong. 

 

 Anecdotes help me to begin to think about what that feeling is like. A woman pastor was 

sitting in her car across from a ferry landing on the Puget Sound. She had her windows rolled 

down to take in the sounds of the ocean. A black man happened along as she sat there. Upon 

seeing him, her fingers moved to lock her car doors. Because her windows were down, he heard 

the distinctive click. The man stopped, looked at her, and with sad recognition on his face, said, 

“I’m not going to hurt you, lady.”
9
 The solid clicking of the lock was a judgment about him and 

against him. I don’t know that experience. I walk through hospital parking decks often and do 

not hear doors locking because of me. I get on hospital elevators and women do not clutch their 

purses closer to them because of me. My privilege keeps me from understanding indignities 

blacks face. 

 

 When our ministerial daughter was serving in Missouri she was visiting one day with an 

elderly parishioner. The parishioner said her son had called earlier to tell her to be sure to lock all 

her doors and windows because “a black man was on the loose” in town. That was the exact 

phrase that was used. I once walked those sidewalks and I imagine no sons called their mothers 

to warn them of me. I was not “a black man on the loose.” Unpack the phrase and there is a 

message in it saying black men aren’t meant to be free in that town. They are threatening just 
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because they are black. They do not belong. I have no idea what it feels like to live in skin like 

that. 

 

The point is, I can say I am not racist but if my acceptance of nonwhites is on my terms 

based on my experience, then I am claiming a position of power greater than that of nonwhites, 

and it is a  power that overpowers and diminishes their experience. That is a flawed approach and 

the only way to set it aside is not merely to say what I think but listen and learn what others have 

experienced. 

 

That is my second point. When I let God search my soul about racism, I am led to see 

that whiteness affords me privilege, and I am led to see my privilege inhibits my understanding 

of other people’s experience. 

 

Well, I have come to the time I have to bring this sermon to a close, but – to continue my 

metaphor – I have not found a safe place to land. This is a journey that needs continuing. Like all 

flights, the continuing journey will involve a little fear, a little discomfort from being close to 

other people, and a little inconvenience, chiefly because this issue and this discussion can’t be 

kept to a plain and predictable schedule. But at least our bit today has given us a bird’s eye view 

of the field to be covered. 

 

 

 


