
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  
  

 

 

WHAT’S YOUR STORY?  WHO 

WILL TELL IT?  WILL YOU LIKE 

HOW YOU ARE REMEMBERED? 
November 2, 2018 
WASHINGTON, DC ~ Armed Freedom 

I remember as though it was 

yesterday. but in truth it was in 

November of 1863.   I remember 

relaxing securely into Phillip Reid’s 

voice:   it was deep and soft, like moss 

in the middle of a shady forest.  This 

soon-to-be-freed African American 

slave had been made the foreman of 

the foundry that poured me into the 

shape you see today. 
 

“Freedom,” he told me, “Mr. Lincoln 

strolled down here just ten days af’er 

he gave his speech up in Gettysburg.  

He actually thanked me!  An’ he told 

me you was goin’ have a special place 

and purpose.  He said the war wasn’t 

any longer about states’ rights, but 

what he called ‘a new birth of 

freedom.’  ‘Phillip,’ he told me, ‘this 

fine statue you and your men have 

crafted isn’t just any old hunk of 

bronze.  In a few days, it’s going to be 

hoisted up top the Capitol dome.  

She’s going to be called Armed 

Freedom, and she’s going to be facing 

east, toward the rising sun.   
 

‘That’s because freedom is always 

wanting to rise up and she’ll be 

looking for it, crying out with her  

 

 

 

hand on her sword at the first sign of 

those who, in their cowardice and 

political expediency, would trade it 

all away for votes and power:  like old 

Esau traded his birthright away for a 

bowl of lentil stew.  That’s who she is, 

Phillip.  That’s her purpose!’” 
 

That’s my story.  What’s yours? 

Perhaps it’s something like the story 

that animated the worshippers at 

Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh, 

where a week ago an armed bigot 

slew eleven of their members.  Per-

haps your story begins this way, too: 
  

"Go... leave this land, leave your 

relatives and your father's house. 

Go to a land I will show you." 

"Where?" he wondered. 

"Trust," the answer came. "I will 

take care of you." 

Abraham felt warmth. 

"I will bless you and make your 

name great... in you, all the 

families of the earth will be 

blessed." 

 

 

He sensed security and love. He 

wanted to know this One who was  

calling him, this One who wanted 

to know him. 

No cost was too great to follow 

this yearning. How tender were 

his farewells as he kissed his loved 

ones good-bye, forever. He gave 

up all he had ever known of 

security and placed his life in the 

care of his God. He started 

walking, he and his wife, and his 

household, embarking on a new 

way of living -- a life of walking by 

faith. 

They became a community of 

love. They were . . . a gathering of 

those who loved with all their 

heart, soul, mind, and strength. 

They lived to please their Creator, 

to give Love a home. They thought 

nothing of stopping everything in 

the camp and preparing a feast 

for weary travelers who happen-

ed by. They were not living for 

themselves. They were living for 

the One who created them and 

gave them life.1 
 

Two bright stories giving identity, 

purpose and permission to be all 

they can be to those who claim 

them as their own. 
______________ 
1 This retelling of Genesis 12:1-6 is from 

http://www.twelvetribes.org/articles/call-

abraham 
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We all need to know we belong, that 

we have a purpose bigger than who 

we are, and to which all our passions 

can be directed.  We all need to know 

we matter, to live a life of 

significance. 
 

So, once again, what’s your story?   
 

Sadly, maddingly, and frighteningly, 

there are dark stories being told 

today that accomplish all these goals, 

but by appealing to the darker angels 

of our nature:  to our fears of being 

left out, diminished, our names 

forever unknown and never guessed. 
 

They accomplish their dark magic by 

dehumanizing some innocent other, 

and by casting them in the role of an 

existential threat to what we need.  

They give pretext and permission to 

eliminate the threat by whatever 

means necessary.  Even violence and 

murder. 
 

Thus nearly 4,000 African Americans 

were lynched between 1877 and 

1950 because, so the story went, 

they were trying to rape white 

women.  And thus six million Jews 

were exterminated in Nazi Germany 

because they were regarded as 

“enemies of the people.“  
 

By most accounts, Robert Bowers 

was a socially isolated loner with few 

friends, no family or neighborhood 

relationships.  Lacking even a high 

school education, his jobs were a 

little bit here and a little bit there.  By 

most American standards, his life was 

lacking in significance. 

 

 
 

 

 

He was ripe for stories that would 

give him purpose and a cause that 

could claim his passions.  Stories like 

the one claiming that hordes of 

brown-skinned Hondurans are 

marching north to invade America, 

rape our women, take our jobs, and 

replace white men such as himself.  

Stories maintaining that Jews such as 

billionaire George Soros are financing 

the “caravan” of Honduran invaders.  
 

Those stories stewed within him until 

they found expression in his murder-

ing eleven Jews worshipping in the 

Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh 

on the Jewish sabbath, October 27. 

Eleven Pittsburgh rabbis posted an 

open letter to President Trump, 

telling him he was not welcome to 

visit Pittsburgh until he did four 

things: 

• Denounce white nationalism 

• Stop targeting and endanger-

ing all minorities 

• Cease assaulting immigrants 

and refugees 

• commit to compassionate, 

democratic policies that 

recognize the dignity of all. 

 
 

 

 

Characteristically, President Trump 

ignored them, visiting on Tuesday in 

pursuit of his own political agenda.   
 

Trump is not directly responsible for 

those eleven deaths.  But he has 

blood on his hands.  That is because 

the dark stories he has been telling 

create the conditions for people like 

Robert Bowers to radicalize into 

violence.  He has loudly yelled in a 

crowded theater, “Is that smoke I 

smell.  I think it is.  There may be fire.  

Some say there is.”  Then he denies 

he had anything at all to do with the 

ensuing stampede and loss of life.  
 

“Our worlds come from our words.”2 
 

The mid-term elections cannot 

remove Trump from office, but they 

can remove many in the GOP who by 

their words and their silence enable 

his bigotry and further spread his 

toxic stories.  Trump is the Bigot-in-

Chief.  November 6 will give us a start 

at flicking this BIC to the curb. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_____________ 
2 Walter Brueggemann, Hopeful Imagination:  

Prophetic Voices in Exile (Fortress Press, 1986) 
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Photo:  Jewish prayer shawl placed next to the 

covered bread and wine of the Eucharist on the 

altar of a Lutheran church in Fairfax, Virginia as 

an expression of solidarity and support. 


