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READING

Our first reading is from Kevin Boyle’s book, Arc of Justiceerd;l Boyle
describes the racial climate of urban American in the 1920'..

The nation’s cities sparkled in the summer of 1925...Detroit
home to the fabulous new auto industry, was Americgueat
boomtown, an industrial juggernaut of unprecedented
power....Massive immigration had made the major urban
centers strikingly polyglot places....The war launched thetGrea
Migration of Negroes from the South. There were fderen
hundred blacks living in Detroit in 1910. . .Fifteen years Jater
Detroit had eighty-one thousand colored citizens...

[With the Jazz age came a backlash....[T]housands of people
poured into the newest and most exciting of the cities’many
fraternal clubs, the Ku Klux Klan By 1924, Detroit’'s Klan

had 35,000 members....[H]atred spewed out from Klan
rallies....

Bit by bit,... urban whites carved a color line through the city.
When the migration northward began during the war, blacks
had been able to find a range of factory jobs. Opportunities
shrank in the early 1920s. as many employers decided khat al
but the most menial and dangerous work should be reserved for
whites. More and more white shopkeepers banned black
customers from their stores and restaurants. And, most
ominously, whites decided that blacks couldn’t live wherever
they wanted....Businessmen infused the real estate maitket
racist rules and regulations. White landlords wouldrovsh
black tenants apartments outside the ghetto. White retd esta



agents wouldn’'t show them houses in white neighborhoods.
Bankers wouldn’t offer them mortgages. Insurance @gen
wouldn’t provide them with coverage. Developers wrote legal
restrictions into their deeds, barring blacks from newshag
tracts....and if a black family somehow managed to breexh th
defenses, they could always drive them out, quietly if pbessi
violently if necessary.

[African Americans and the poorest immigrants in Detngate
allotted an area in the Center City called Black Bottamere]

two, three or more families shared tiny workmen’s ca$ag

built generations before. Single men jammed into desperately
overcrowded rooming houses, sleeping in shifts so that
landlords could double the fees they collected for thalpge

of eight hours’ rest on flea-infested mattresses.

Kevin Boyle,Arc of Justice: a Saga of Race, Civil Rights, and Murder in the

Jazz Age.pp. 3-15.

W.E.B. Du Bois wrote an article in the magazine, Crisis, about the

institutional arrangements driving northern segregation:

White men wail that Negroes depress property values, Da1 Boi
wrote, but it was “an ancient and bearded lie” manipulayed b
profit-hungry real estate agents, bankers and builders to codify
racial exclusion and by so doing to create the fetid gbehiat
even “decent, quiet, educated” colored families cannot escape
And when, “by bribery, politics and brute force,” a few lwav
Negroes manage to break through the barriers erected against
them, they had to face white homeowners turnedc into
murderous mobs by the fears that these interests induced..
“Dear God! Must we not live?” he roared so that heaarmh
Harlem both would hear.

Boyle, pp. 256-57.



SERMON

Kevin Boyle, in his recent boolrc of Justicetells the story of Ossian
Sweet and his family. Ossian Sweet was born in Flonda&895. His
parents were pillars of the black community. Stillythad no electricity or
running water. They worked hard so that their children migi lagood

life.

When Ossian was five, a local white woman was killadlack man
working nearby heard her screams and rushed for helfhéut$cuers were
too late. The witness was too far away to see muclhidainswers
convinced the white crowd that a sixteen-year-old black namesl Fr
Rochelle was responsible. Rochelle was not to be foungdiately,
frustrating the searchers. A large crowd of Whitesayath and the black
families feared that a pogrom would begin. Three locakiaaen found

him hiding and turned him over to the whites.

The sheriff and his deputies stood by as leaders of the mtexripoigated him.
The boy confessed. The mob chained him to a tree, stacketarmand
the base, poured gasoline on the pile, and the victim's hddivaime flame.
Sweet always remembered that as the most terrifying mioohéirs life,

though other nearby lynchings followed in subsequent years

The only school to black children in their town stopped atigreight. After
Ossian graduated, his parents sent him away to get mocaten, to

someplace where he would be safe. His parents wantetb lgjat a college



degree, and then help his brothers and sisters follow hiskpateined the

local AME church before he left, placing himself in Godésds.

In the next years, Ossian worked hard at menial, low pagbwto put
himself through first high school and college at Wilberfdoeeversity and
then four years at Howard Medical School. After leevdrd, he moved to
Detroit. Ossian had little money and his opportunities &ctare were
severely restricted, but he began to build a little pradtoc himself in Black
Bottom where few doctors practiced and contagion was ramgptnfell in
love with a middle class, light skinned, African Americaoman and got
married. They moved in with her parent because there no fit
accommodations for them in Black Bottom. They travéteBHurope for a
year where he attended lectures with Madame Curie aprdsathParis and

Vienna. They had a baby, whom they called Iva, in Europe.

When they returned home, Ossian brought a new car, & Buidng car.
He was determined to make his mark. His brothers Henry tisad@mne to

live with them while they started their own careers.

The young couple now began to seek in earnest for a lwineyt
Wealthier Blacks still lived in white areas of Detrditjt the racial lines
were hardening. Landlords knew that Blacks has ttitsice of where to
live so rents in Black Bottom were high and conditions afas “There
were houses in ...Black Bottom where the water cascadeudg the
ceiling every time it rained; houses were the waksaerso sodden the
tenants had to pull their beds into the center of the raothey wouldn’t

spend the night drenched to the skin; houses where thehaal crumbled



so that the wind whistled through the exposed laths; housiesuivglass in

the window frames all winter long.”

But it was one of the worst possible times for evercathd, middle class
black professionals to seek housing in a white suburb.cityie population
boom had produced a 67 percent increase in prices just lasthgear.
They would have to add on to those outrageous prices a preshesweral
thousand dollars because of their race. Moreover,| @m@itions were
especially volatile in Detroit that year. Politingawere becoming
increasingly divided over issues of race, class, immigratia religion.
The Ku Klux Klan had made great strides in the four yearse it had sent
an organizer to Detroit. A working class Roman Cathalitfor mayor,
promising, among other things, to hire more “colored” policeeef§. The
Klan was outraged. More than fifty thousand peopleegathunder a
flaming cross in Dearborn shortly before the electione ifilexperienced
Klan candidate would have won the election had not tletiete

commissioners thrown out every vote with even thetmmsor errors.

That summer, another black doctor, Dr. Alexander Turneiddd to move
to a quieter neighborhood, a white neighborhood. A mob gathereal just
few hours after they had moved in and began to throw stemmeshing
windows. The police did little to stop the crowd. Someorecked at the
door and said they have been sent by the mayor to givepifwection.
When Turner opened the door, dozens of people poured into tse hod

trashed it.



Representatives of a group called the Tireman Avenue kraprent
Association, forced the doctor to agree to turn over thd ttekis house.
The police agreed to escort Turner to his office wheneddd sign over
the house, but the crowd threw bricks at the car wind@slass struck
Turner in the forehead, and he and his wife cowered ifildbe of the car.
Their chauffeur managed to get them out of there andtt@myk directly to

Dr. Turner’s office where the property transfer was cletejol.

Two weeks later, a similar incident happened to one of @ssidest
friends, Vollington Bristol. The Tireman Avenue Assaioa gathered
another mob when Bristol and his wife moved into a prewoaiswhite
neighborhood. The few police who had responded to Bristol's request f
protection were badly outhumbered. They fired a few warrhogssnto the
crowd, but the crowd responded with gunfire of its own. Reinfoesgs
came, and the couple were saved, but hardly dared totbeaovaces

outside their home.

Ossian Sweet was frightened by these incidents.hiButiends urged him
to stand firm. His wife had lived in white areas and cawitdquite believe
they would come to any harm. Besides, they couldn'asgether good
options. There were several small African Americaclares in decent

areas, but they would have required long commutes.

Three times they were rejected for promising housesuse of their race.
Finally a friend told them about a house being sold by sambee knew
would sell to a “colored family.” The house was in a ldakar

neighborhood, but the it was lovely with a large back yard. ol ers sold



it to them for five or six thousand dollars more thasarket price,

offering to finance it at eighteen per cent interest.

Rumors started immediately. Neighbors formed their ompfovement”
Association. Hundred of people came to a rally called &yAgsociation.
Speakers urged the use of force against any Blacks whotdamem/e into
their neighborhoods. Ossian heard about threats to kilamgy. Though
he wavered, his friends again urged him not to back dowery Would

stand by him.

So the Sweets moved into their lovely new house. ®set requested
police protection. Several friends and his two brothereghim. Ossian
brought along rifles and ammunition in case it got rougivo Women
friends of Gladys’ stayed for dinner that first night.cdwd began to gather
outside, milling around. The women found themselves afoaliekive,
fearing that their appearance outside would set them déw/Astones were

thrown around midnight but the crowd dispersed.

The second night was worse. A friend had called that aftartmeport an
threat she had heard on the bus. A woman talking tdriher had claimed
that the neighbors were going to drive out the “niggers” tliitnA plan
had been made. Worried, Ossian gathered as many frienésnaihd
members as he could. The police were still outside heubhindreds of
people were gathered outside were far beyond any size ooy

reasonably control.



After dark, some people in the crowd began to throw stoSesn a
window shattered. Several of the men in Ossian’s htmadeup their rifles
and moved to places by the windows. People outside welensage ugly
threats. Stones rained down on their house. “Anotleemskestory window
shattered; the house was filled with the sound of slimg glass hitting the
floor upstairs. Then came the deafening roar of gunshotstirem
bedrooms.” Seconds later, one white man lay dead ondé&eak. A

second was hit.

The police arrested Ossian, his wife, his two brothexs adirihe others
inside the house and charged them all with murder. Theed®utenant in
charge told the press there had been no mob and no violeoc®ghe
shots. All the press avidly reported this interview witleimiews from less
biased onlookers. Even the Detroit News, whose repaatéséen the mob,
the stones and the shots, refused to report his story pedated the lies of

the police.

Long held common law was clear that homeowners hadgheto defend
themselves inside their homes with deadly force ¥ thed reasonable cause
to believe they were under attack. “According to the Sihtdichigan a

mob existed when twelve or more armed people or thirty urchpaeple
assembled to intimidate or inflict harm.” As the poliepeated their story,
however, they lowered the number of people they reportineigal outside

to fall just below the limits of the law. White witrsess followed their lead.
“Just a few people were gathered.” “They were justdteg around

talking.” “No stones were thrown until after the shotyevfired.”



The NAACP was looking for a case that would generateagatand raise
money to fight housing discrimination. The Sweet ca4id, its very
respectable doctor and his story of rising from poverty thréuggbwn
efforts was ideal. After struggling to find the right lawy€larence Darrow
agreed to be the lead attorney. Witnesses were locatedreporter
testified to the size of the crowd, as did a black coppssing by who had
themselves been set upon. Some of the white withess@bled in their
testimony. Ossian Sweet testified in both trials, wliinity and courage.
Still, the first case ended in a hung jury. The second, Yeryvguickly

entered a verdict of not guilty.

The title of the bookThe Arc of Justicds taken from Unitarian minister
and Abolitionist Theodore Parker’'s quote, “The arc of theatnaniverse is
long, but it bends toward justice.” We Unitarian Univéssgatend to
embrace that optimistic view of the universe and of humar8tyl, there
are times when it is hard to do. This morning’s New Yorkds tells the
story of a man in Richmond, Virginia, who refused to selhoigse to an
African American couple because he said his deed resitiote
neighborhood to whites. The local prosecutor tried to settle Heelpa
requiring him to take two hours of fair housing training.afkfully, the
Fair Housing Board rejected the settlement. The casewing to court

where the property owner will surely lose.

Arc of Justicepowerfully affected me. The details made the story come
alive. | am not one to easily accept stories of policeuption. Here, | had
to. Yet | found hope in this story. Not happy ever afteehtpot the

possibility of some change, some improvement over tiB@metimes |



wonder if we have made any progress. This book made me feeldha
have. Yet, | hesitate to say this, for | am a Whitespe who does not
experience race prejudice every day of my life. telatively easy
comfortable for me to choose to live in neighborhoods thdikaaly to
appreciate in value. My grandchildren live where theyralatively
sheltered from gang violence. It is not as hard on tieelpe nerds in school
as it is in some African American communities todayey assume they
will be able to be whoever they want to be. They asstmewill live to be
100.

Much remains to be done. Racial discrimination todajftesn more subtle
than in the 1920’s, but still destructive of the soul. Swameour schools
are still segregated. Our neighborhoods are still lagpdyegated, though
mobs are unlikely to throw rocks at unwelcome newcomerseSi the
systems have changed. Some of the attitudes hawgexha It remains
difficult, I think, for many of us who are White, to recognize own
perhaps more subtle forms of racism that are partporesble for the huge
number of African Americans in jail and the disproportienatmber of
black victims of violence. Itis hard to care enough abimede issues when

we have so much on our minds to fight to change conditions.

The holy calls us to know that we are one, that we niggiteach other’s
pain. The holy brings us tears to remind us that all tuestall have a right
to live decent lives and not be cast aside. The holy send®rd that the arc

of justice is bending toward justice even if we cannetiseHope lives.
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Today, this church will be voting on its mission and visiontfe future.
Our mission would call us to be “a beacon of hope, sogétpiad liberal
religious values.” Those are fine words, but our challesig@ make them
come alive. Our work is to see that our mission and/isimn are not mere
words on a sheet of paper, but promises we have made ahdikglad. The
work of the church is to help us see that God and the urigatbus to lift
that arc up on our own shoulders. May our mission andisian sound in
our lives like thunder from a mountain, waking us from oeeg] calling us

to be people of vision, people of hope, people of justice.

Motoko Rich, “Restrictive Covenants Stubbornly stay onBbeks,” New
York times, (Internet) April 21, 2005.
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