
 

 

READING 
 
 
Dr. Rachel Remen, physician and pioneer in relationship-centered health care, said, 
 
Service is not the same as helping. Helping is based on inequality, it's not a 
relationship between equals. When you help, you use your own strength to help 
someone with less strength. It's a one up, one down relationship, and people feel this 
inequality.  
 
When we help, we may inadvertently take away more than we give, diminishing the 
person's sense of self-worth and self-esteem . . . 
 
Serving is also different from fixing. We fix broken pipes; we don't fix people. When I 
set about fixing another person, it's because I see them as broken. Fixing is a form of 
judgment that separates us from one another; it creates a distance.  
 
So fundamentally, helping, fixing and serving are ways of seeing life. When you help, 
you see life as weak; when you fix, you see life as broken; and when you serve, you 
see life as whole.  
 
When we serve in this way, we understand that this person's suffering is also my 
suffering, that their joy is also my joy… We may help or fix many things in our lives, but 
when we serve, we are always in the service of wholeness. 
 
Dr. Remen helping, fixing, serving  



 

 

Blessings, Gifts, and Privileges 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Most people have heard the Groucho Marx line, “I wouldn’t want to belong to a club 
that would accept me.”  
 
Did you know that Groucho said this as the result of a specific event—his daughter had 
gone to a country club with a group of friends to swim in the pool. The Marxs were not 
members of the club, and his daughter, Melinda, was not allowed to swim in the pool.  
 
When management discovered that they had barred someone famous, afraid of the 
publicity, they sent Groucho an application, saying his membership would be free.  
 
This is when Groucho wrote back, “I wouldn’t want to belong to a club that would 
accept me.” Groucho’s daughter did want to swim in the pool, however, and so under 
pressure he filled out the application.  
 
His application was rejected. Groucho was Jewish, and the country club did not accept 
Jews. The management was, again, embarrassed, but rules were rules. They sent 
Groucho a letter to that effect.  
 
Groucho again wrote back, this time saying that he was indeed Jewish, but his wife 
was not. Therefore, could his daughter join the country club and wade half way into the 
pool . . . 
 
Groucho was part of a Vaudeville tradition in which immigrant Jews pretended to be 
from other immigrant groups.   
 
The oldest Marx brother, Leonard, became Chico, an Italian character. Arthur Marx, 
known as Harpo, acted in a red wig and was supposed to be Irish, but, since the films 
were in black and white and Harpo never spoke, most people don’t know that.  
 
Groucho, whose name was Julius, originally did his comedy with a German accent, but 
dropped that during the First World War after he was booed off stage. The films were 
made well after that time. So, most people only know of one Marx brother playing an 
ethnic stereotype.  
 
The most infamous case of a Jew playing another ethnicity is of course Al Jolson, who 
performed in blackface.  
 
 



 

 

ONE 
 
 
Why Jewish comedians played stereotypical characters from other immigrant groups is 
the stuff of many sociological studies. A good one is How Jews Became White Folks 
and What that Says About Race in America by Karen Brodkin.  
 
The formative book on the subject of ethnic groups and inclusion in the category of 
“white” is How the Irish Became White by Harvard professor Noel Ignatiev.  
 
Fact is, when that boatload of Brits showed up in Massachusetts, they quite literally 
considered themselves god’s gift to the continent. Subsequently, they and their 
descendants decided which religions were acceptable; which ethnicities and countries 
of origin were acceptable; who could vote; who was enslaved; who lived and who died. 
 
This norm has functioned continuously, letting some into the club of whiteness and 
refusing entrance to others. This normative power is what Professor Ignatiev meant by 
“white.” It doesn’t have to do with skin pigmentation so much as the practice of and 
access to power. (Though, a look at the election results on Tuesday demonstrates that 
white skin and male gender are still the tickets to power in the United States.)  
 
The British Anglo Saxon Protestants declared themselves the baseline and had the 
power to enforce their norms. Some groups were able to get into the club relatively 
easily. Descendants of German immigrants, for example, now outnumber descendants 
of British immigrants. (And George Washington was half German.) Though it took until 
1890 for a 100% German to be elected to national office . . . 
 
Germans “became white” in 1890.  
 
Professor Ignatiev argues that the Irish became white by becoming more racist than 
the British and Germans and organizing their political power in the poorest parts of 
America’s cities. (It isn’t a coincidence that the great haters on Fox News are generally 
of Irish extraction.)  
 
As Chico Marx demonstrated, the Italians had an even tougher time becoming white. 
Chico is named “Chico” because his stereotype has such an amorous eye for the 
“chicks.”  
 
Italy was thought of by the white power structure of the time much as Mexico is today, 
and “Italian” was an official race on the US census in the early Twentieth Century.  
 
Whiteness. It’s a club.  
 
  



 

 

TWO 
 
 
One of the jobs of a club is to police its borders. Here’s an example: last Tuesday, 
Society member Anita Martinez noticed something odd when she went to vote: three 
other people with the last name of Martinez had special notes by their names. And she 
was read a message about voter fraud.  
 
Was the point to remind anyone with the name Martinez that they aren’t really in the 
club? (Anita does know how the system works, and she alerted the proper authorities.) 
 
 
Last Sunday some of you joined with our Social Justice Coordinator Shannon Williams 
protesting the name of the Washington football team. Some Native Americans say that 
the word “redskins” is racist. Some Native Americans don’t agree. It could be looked at 
as a classic case of he-said/she-said.  
 
Equal time for everybody, right? That’s the way the US media plays the game, after a 
fashion . . . 
 
But it’s not a case of he-said/she-said. It’s a matter of listening to the people who are 
hurt by the name. It’s our obligation to listen. Non-natives don’t get a vote. It’s our 
obligation to serve rather than help.  
 
And anecdotes are not data. Sixty-seven percent of Native Americans find the term 
racist. End of story. People in the white club should not make the decision.  
 
I grew up in the South where debates about the Confederate battle flag are constant. 
Guess what—the children of Confederate soldiers don’t get to say their flag isn’t racist. 
The oppressed get the last word on that, if we are talking about justice rather than the 
white club.  
 
The current kerfuffle about Minneapolis mayor Betsy Hodges is a perfect example of 
racism and white clubbiness.  
 
She was out knocking on doors and encouraging people to vote with Navell Gordon, a 
member of the group Neighborhoods Organizing for Change. Mr. Gordon is a person 
of color. When they posed for pictures, Gordon pointed at the mayor, who pointed 
back. A local TV station reported that the mayor flashed a gang sign with a known 
gang member.  
 
Navell Gordon is not a gang member. He’s a community organizer. The TV station is 
enforcing the rules of White Club: people of color, it says, are criminals. And Mayor 
Hodges is violating the rules of White Club by working with people of color. 



 

 

 
Go mayor! 
 
Probably sometime before Thanksgiving there will be an announcement of the 
decision whether to indict Officer Darren Wilson for killing Michael Brown in 
Ferguson, Missouri.  
 
It’s not likely there will be an indictment. This is a yes or no decision. There’s no 
half-way. And it’s not likely there will be an indictment.  
 
Whatever the facts of this particular case, the Ferguson shooting has galvanized 
anger concerning racial profiling. As Unitarian Universalists and humanists, it’s 
our job to listen to the pain. And, rather than reciting the rules of White Club, we 
need to join with the oppressed.  
 
Dr. Remen distinguishes between helping, fixing, and serving. We know that 
members of White Club will be HELPING everyone understand why there will be 
no indictment.  
 
Our job is to serve.  
 
 
THREE 
 
 
Some of you attended a talk yesterday by UU scholar Mark Morrison-Reed. He has a 
new book called The Selma Awakening. It’s about how Unitarian Universalists came to 
be at the forefront of the Civil Rights Movement.  
 
In the book Mark Morrison-Reed—who is African American—asks why it was it that a 
minister of this congregation, John Dietrich, was so far ahead of mainstream thinking 
on race? He was preaching racial equality in the 1920s. 
 
In the 1950s, this congregation, and many others like it, had many African Americans 
as members or frequent visitors. Only a few UU congregations now have substantial 
numbers of African American members. African Americans voted with their feet.  
 
Why was that? What happened? That’s the question Mark Morrison-Reed’s book asks. 
What happened to Unitarian Universalism? Why haven’t we created the integrated 
congregations we hoped to be then and still aspire to be? 
 
In the case of Dietrich and this congregation, part of how we were at the forefront of 
thinking on race has to do with the fact that humanists tend to be a . . . bit left of 



 

 

center. Humanists tend to be left of center because of our assumption that all people 
deserve the same chance to flourish, to realize human potential. And we believe it’s our 
job to do something about that.  
 
The Marxist analysis of race had a lot to do with why humanists were ahead of the 
curve on the race question, and Marxism had a lot to do with the development of the 
Civil Rights movement of the 1960s.  
 
The Marxist analysis of race is very simple: the ruling class—the white club—creates 
and uses racial prejudice to divide and conquer the working class. In other words, 
Marxists say that “whiteness”—and getting into the club of whiteness—is a 
manipulative tool for controlling the poor.  
 
Now, this is conspiracy theory. But, even given that the club of whiteness can’t really 
coherently manipulate on such a grand scale, the idea has merit. And I believe it was 
the driving force behind the success of the Civil Rights Movement.  
 
For example: Here’s a hero you haven’t heard of unless you’ve gotten deep into civil 
rights or union rights: A. Philip Randolph.  
 
Randolph was an African American. Born in 1889. He organized a union called the 
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, one of the first African American unions. He was 
also president of the Negro American Labor Council and vice-president of the AFL-
CIO. 
 
A Philip Randolph was a Socialist. An atheist.  And a humanist. He signed the second 
Humanist Manifesto in 1973. The same Humanist Manifesto that Betty Friedan and BF 
Skinner signed. And Ray Bragg and Khoran Arisian, ministers of this congregation.  
 
The first Humanist Manifesto, written in the 1930s, mostly by Ray Bragg and signed by 
John Dietrich, was explicitly socialist, when the New Deal was a heady dream.  
 
Humanism has socialism in its DNA. After all, if you believe in the inherent worth and 
dignity of each person, it’s hard to argue that “white” America and its defining 
organizer, Capitalism, are a level playing field.  
 
Furthermore, after you’ve asked the question, “How can we make the United States a 
level playing field?” you have most likely gone down the road of redistributive justice.  
 
There are two ways to redistribute wealth: revolution and taxes. Sane people tend to 
suggest that taxes are the way to go . . . 
 
And that’s why humanists tend to be socialists rather than communists.  
 



 

 

As the socialist reading of history lost its force in the United States; and as labor unions 
lost their power, it became less and less obvious what the question of race meant in 
the larger context of UU and humanist thinking.  
 
Now we know that race is indeed a fiction just as those old socialists suspected—a 
social construct. And even if “the man” isn’t a dark conspiratorial force, we do see 
systemic racism dividing the poor along racial lines and affecting elections.  
 
Mayor Betsy Hodges is a white woman from the suburbs. A soccer mom, she would 
have been called back in the 1990s. When she chooses to be a human being in 
solidarity with urban persons of color, she becomes suspect. White Club calls “foul.” 
 
But back to A. Philip Randolph. He joined Bayard Ruston, a nonviolence expert and 
gay rights activist, to plan the 1963 march on Washington that included the “I have a 
Dream” speech.  
 
 
You may or may not know that we have a couple of civil rights era heroes here in our 
congregation. Matt Stark was on a first-name basis with Martin Luther King, due to 
Matt’s work with the ACLU. 
 
And, when the call went out for Unitarian ministers to join Martin Luther King in Selma, 
FUS member Bill Weir went to Selma.  
 
You have to remember that this was at a time when such marches were still being dealt 
with by using fire hoses and police dogs and clubs. And local racists—who often 
happened to be law enforcement officers—were singling protestors out and murdering 
them.  
 
Way to go, Bill!  
 
You probably haven’t heard that the UUA board has marked March 8, 2015 a call to 
Selma fifty years later, to address racism and escalating inequality. 
 
I’m hoping that as a congregation we can raise the money to help Bill return to Selma. 
 
 It’s time to finish the job! 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

THREE 
 
 
Many of you have read the book The New Jim Crow, about how the school-to-prison 
pipeline has recreated the Jim Crow that the Civil Rights Movement attempted to 
stamp out.  
 
One in three African American men will be incarcerated in their lifetimes. That 
compares to 1 in 6 among Latino men and 1 in 17 for all men.  
 
Felony convictions, even after the “debt to society” is paid, mean a denial of voting 
rights, a very slim chance at employment, and extremely limited access to housing.  
 
This congregation is joining with Beacon Interfaith Housing Collaborative to do 
something about the issue.  
 
Beacon is a coalition of downtown congregations, led by Westminster Presbyterian 
and Plymouth Congregational churches. We don’t have the deep pockets that those 
much larger congregations have, but we are joining in to build housing for seventy two 
men just out of prison.  
 
We will offer housing that is clean and safe. We will offer drug and alcohol counseling. 
Employment counseling. But mostly, we will offer dignity to these men.  
 
The state is not going to do this. It’s up to congregations.  
 
The price tag is ten million dollars.  
 
And in planning this project we are keeping in mind what Dr. Remen has to say about 
helping, fixing, or serving. We are going to serve. Because, rather than merely being an 
outreach effort of White Club, we are going to partner with congregations that people 
of color attend in larger numbers. Churches and mosques.  
 
We are going to partner with an organization called Better Futures Minnesota that is 
made up of men of color, many of whom have served time in prison.  
 
The chance that a rehabilitated felon will stay our of prison is nine percent on average. 
Better Futures Minnesota has a thirty-eight percent success rate. And that’s with 
essentially no funding and no decent housing to offer.   
 
We can serve rather than help.  
 



 

 

I signed us up for this effort because I believe it’s the right thing to do. We believe in 
the inherent worth and dignity of EVERY person. And we believe we need to do 
something about it.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 
Unitarian Universalism lost it’s way in the late 1960s on race. We lost our way, I believe, 
because we thought the answer to racism was to get everybody into White Club.  
 
UUs too often believed that their vision of upper-middle class professional jobs and 
fast cars in the suburbs was what everyone wanted. But that’s not true. And that’s just 
the tip of the iceberg of cultural assumptions.  
 
Because a whole lot of people agree with Groucho Marx about not belonging to that 
sort of club.  
 
It’s not the business of White Club to let people in after they meet certain criteria. It’s 
the business of White Club to vote itself out of existence.  
 
A Phillip Randolph put it this way:   
 
Justice is never given; it is exacted, and the struggle must be continuous, for freedom 
is never a final fact, but a continuing, evolving process to higher and higher levels of 
human, social, economic, political and religious relationship. 
 
Relationship. That’s what it’s about. Not us helping them. But all of us being all of us.  


