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Taking the Knee for the Disinherited 

You must also study and learn the lessons of history because humanity has been involved in 

this soul-wrenching, existential struggle for a very long time. People on every continent have 

stood in your shoes, though decades and centuries before you. The truth does not change, 

and that is why the answers worked out long ago can help you find solutions to the 

challenges of our time…I urge you to answer the highest calling of your heart and stand up for 

what you truly believe. (Civil rights leader and congressman, John Lewis shortly before his 

death on July 17, 2020) 

   

“Taking the Knee” by Eric Drooker 

 

The above illustration is by artist and social critic Eric Drooker for the cover of The 
Nation in October 2017. It is titled “Taking the Knee”. “Needless to say, we live in a 
willfully unconscious culture, and we’re world famous for our historic amnesia.”  He 
hoped to visually shake the viewer out of that amnesia with his image of an athlete 
taking the knee with fist raised. (The Washington Post, Michael Cavna, 9/29/ 2017.) 
 

Pictures of protesters against racial inequality, many with raised Black Power fists, and 

others kneeling before riot police and the media, have been familiar in recent times. The 

silence at first about the men who used those gestures to challenge injustice in the not 

too distant past, led to this personal reflection.  

The athlete was football player Colin Kaepernick. In 2016 with two teammates he began 

kneeling, in ”a simple silent gesture,” during the National Anthem at football games to 
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protest against racial injustice in the United States.  One reporter wrote that “outside of 

politics there may be nobody in popular culture at this complex moment so divisive and 

so galvanizing, so scorned and so appreciated.”  (New York Times, John Branch, Sept 7, 2017).  

The raised fist in the illustration was not part of Kaepernick’s protest. It refers to other 

athletes at the Mexico City Olympics in 1968. At the 200 meters award ceremony for 

Gold Medal winner Tommy Smith and Bronze Medal winner John Carlos, both 

representing the USA, the sprinters raised gloved Black Power fists to represent their 

solidarity and support for Black people and the oppressed around the world. 

The Silver Medalist, Peter Norman, an Australian teacher, inspired by his Salvation 
Army roots, was sympathetic because of his opposition to racism and the White 
Australia policy in his own country. With the two Americans he wore the badge of the 
Olympic Project for Human Rights. The OPHR was founded in 1967 by Dr. Harry 
Edwards, a civil rights activist, to protest racial segregation throughout the world. 
Norman was punished when he returned to Australia and not allowed to compete again. 
At his funeral in 2006, Smith and Carlos were pall bearers. 
 
Many years later Colin Kaepernick had an awakening to the injustices Smith, Carlos, 
and Norman, protested against in Mexico City. A child adopted by white parents in 
Wisconsin he began to read. He read to inform himself not only about racial and social 
inequality in the Unites States but around the world. He was looking for “a deeper 
connection to his own roots and a broader understanding of the lives of others”. One of 
his first books he read was The Wretched of the Earth by Frantz Fanon about the 
French in Algeria; a study of the dehumanizing effects of colonialism. By the time he 
attended classes at the University of California at Berkeley, Kaepernick was “aware, 
focused and well-read and ready to learn.” Now he no longer plays football but tries to 
support and inspire others. One project is a book list for “for curious people interested in 
justice and equality.” Books are discussed that inspired Kaepernick. On March 25, 
2018, the book suggested was Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth.     
 

A friend admitted recently that he had hardly read a book from cover to cover as an 

undergraduate. Looking back, embarrassed, he realized how ignorant and immature he 

had been. During his adult life he came to enjoy and value reading, and like John Lewis, 

sought to “learn the lessons of history.”  

Here are a few book titles that will introduce the reader to those “lessons of history” in 

order to better understand the challenges of the present, and to work for justice and 

equality. 
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The Transatlantic Slave trade:  

Adam Hochchild’s Bury the Chains is about the first grassroots human rights campaign 

which freed hundreds of thousands of slaves in the British Empire around the world. “If 

there is a single moment at which the anti-slavery movement became inevitable, it was 

the day in June 1785 when Thomas Clarkson, a Divinity student, sat down by the side 

of the road at Wades Mill in Hertfordshire and thought about his essay that had just won 

the Latin prize at Cambridge. It was on the slave trade. His research affected him so 

much that he thought if his sources were true ‘some person should see these calamities 

to their end.” 

Criminal Justice: 

Solitary: Unbroken by four decades in solitary confinement: My story of transformation 

and hope, by Albert Woodfox. 

“It was as if a light went on inside me that I hadn’t known existed.” At Angola prison in 

Louisiana, built on the site of slave planation, Woodfox came to understand the 

“institutionalized racism of the criminal justice system: It was purposeful and 

deliberate…and it wasn’t just blacks who were marginalized. It was poor people all over 

the world.” A hero of Albert Woodfox’s story is a senior federal judge; Judge James J 

Brady. 

The Great Migrations of Blacks from the South, 1915-1970: 

The Warmth of other Suns by Isabel Wilkerson takes its title from a poem by Richard 

Wright who moved from the South to Chicago in the 1920s. He wrote Black Boy in 

1945: I was leaving the South to fling myself into the unknown…to transplant in alien 

soil, to see if it could grow differently,  if it could…respond to the warmth of other suns 

and, perhaps, to bloom. 

From 1915 to 1970 almost six million Black people took part in a great unrecognized 

migration from the South to Northern and Western cities in search of a better life. 

Wilkerson tells the story through the experiences of some of them. She gives the 

biographies of three migrants; a sharecropper’s wife, an agricultural worker and a 

doctor. In her research she interviewed more than one thousand people. 

Race is in The Skin and Caste is in the Bones: 

Isabel Wilkerson has written another book released on August 4, 2020; Caste: The 

Origins of Our Discontent. This is an important book about which there will be much 

discussion.  Wilkerson began her research to discover “what are the origins and 

workings of the hierarchy that intrudes upon the daily life and chances of every 
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American? That had intruded upon my own life with disturbing regularity and 

consequences.” 

Her book examines what she defines as the unspoken caste system that has shaped 

America and how our lives today are still defined by a hierarchy of human divisions “The 

hierarchy of caste,” she writes, “is not about feelings or morality. It is about power—

which groups have it and which do not. It is about resources—which caste is seen as 

worthy of them and which are not, who gets to acquire and control them and who does 

not. It is about respect, authority, and assumptions of competence—who is accorded 

these and who is not.” 

Bhimrao Ambedkar a foremost leader of the lowest caste in India studied at Columbia 

University in New York. His graduate work in economics focused on the differences 

between race, class and caste. He returned to India and rejected the word 

“Untouchables” and spoke of his people as “Dalits”, meaning “broken people” which due 

to the caste system they were. In 1946 Ambedkar reached out to the Black intellectual 

W E B DuBois recognizing that the Blacks of the United States and the Dalits of India 

had a common fate. It was DuBois who channeled the cry of both peoples when he 

called out: “Why did God make me an outcast and a stranger in mine own house?” 

Here is what Wilkerson writes of Albert Einstein:  Einstein, the physicist and Nobel 

Laureate, escaped Nazi Germany a month before Hitler became chancellor. “In 

America, Einstein was astonished to discover that he had landed in yet another caste 

system, one with a different scapegoat class and different methods, but with embedded 

hatreds that were not so unlike the one he had just fled.” “The worst disease is the 

treatment of the Negro,” he wrote in 1946. “Everyone who freshly learns of this state of 

affairs at a mature age feels not only the injustice, but the scorn of the principle of the 

Fathers who founded the United States that ‘all men are created equal’,” He could 

hardly believe that “a reasonable man can cling so tenaciously to such prejudice,” he 

said.   

 Wilkerson concludes in the Epilogue: We are responsible for our own ignorance or, with 

time and openhearted enlightenment, our own wisdom. We are responsible for 

ourselves and our own deeds and misdeeds in our time and in our own space and will 

be judged accordingly by succeeding generations.” 
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The First Black Major League Baseball Player in the 20th Century: 

 

Jackie Robinson was a Black baseball player admired and loved by many of his 

generation, Black and White. But there was sadness in his life that most of his admirers 

were unaware of. He wrote in his 1972 memoir, I Never had it made: An Autobiography, 

that in September 1947 he was a black first baseman playing in the first televised 

baseball World Series, “the Black grandson of a slave, the son of a Black sharecropper, 

part of a historic occasion, a symbolic hero to my people,” standing in Yankee Stadium 

about to hear the national anthem. He continued: “It should have been a glorious 

moment for me as the…stirring words poured from the stands.” But in 1972 he admitted 

that “I cannot stand and sing the anthem. I cannot salute the flag; I know that I am a 

Black man in a white world. In 1972, in 1947, at my birth in 1919, I know that I never 

had it made.”  (New York Times, Jon Meacham, “I am a Black Man in a White World”, August 2, 2020) 

 

Segregation and the Catholic Church: 

Desegregating the Altar: The Josephites and the Struggle for Black Priests, 1871-1960 

by Stephen Ochs, 1991.  

In a Los Angeles Times review of Desegregating the Altar, Huston Horn wrote that “in 

the late 19th century the chances of a black man becoming a Roman Catholic Priest 

were right up there with a rich man’s getting into heaven.” This was not the view of the 

Josephites who began as a province of the Mill Hill Missionaries. It was “the lonely 

struggle these few Josephites undertook to foster equality at the altar which is the thrust 

of Ochs’ history.” 
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John Slattery was an American Mill Hill Missionary who studied at St Joseph’s College. 

He was ordained for the new mission Herbert Vaughan accepted to the Black 

population in the United States. He later became Provincial and a champion for racial 

equality. It was he who engineered the ordination of the first Black men in the United 

States. Later as leader of the independent Josephites he became embittered and left 

the Church, married and wrote  that ” there is no hope of reforming the Catholic Church” 

about racism. “The stand of the Catholic Church towards the negro is sheer dishonesty” 

But it was the specialized ministry to Blacks of the missionaries from Mill Hill and the 

Josephites, including Slattery that “eventually brought in a better day.”  

 

The Disinherited are all those who in life stand with their backs against the wall: 

Jesus and the Disinherited by Howard Thurman, was first published in 1949. The 

forward calls him a “Black prophet-mystic” Thurman’s lifelong work was to present the 

Gospel as “manual of resistance for the poor and disenfranchised.” It is an “important 

and influential book whose message helped shape the civil rights movement and 

changed our nation’s history forever.”  

In 1935 Thurman was chairman of a delegation of students from the United States to a 

meeting of students from India, Burma and Ceylon. The principal of the Law College at 

the University in Colombo invited him to his office for coffee. They met for five hours. 

The principal, a Hindu, did not understand why Thurman was there, “standing deep 

within the Christian faith”, when his people had suffered so much at the hands of 

Christians. He recalled John Newton, author of “Amazing Grace” who made his money 

in the slave trade and a famous British slave ship name “Jesus”, and down through 

history to the conditions of that time in the American south for Black people. “I am a 

Hindu…I do not wish to seem rude to you. But, sir, I think you are a traitor to all the 

darker peoples of the earth. I am wondering what you, an intelligent man, can say in 

defense of your position?” 

Thurman’s response can be found in years of reflection and in his writings. He found it 

in an examination of “the religion of Jesus against the background of his own age and 

people” and of the “content of his teaching with reference to the disinherited and 

underprivileged.” 

Thurman wrote that the masses of men live with their backs constantly against the wall. 

They are the poor, the disinherited, the dispossessed.” He draws on the life of Jesus 

and the Jewish minority of which he was part and their attitude towards Rome. “This is 

the position of the disinherited of every age. What must be the attitude toward the 

rulers, the controllers of political, social and economic life?” He writes of the disinherited 

surviving before power either in fear, or deception and hypocrisy—“fooling the strong”—
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or hatred bred in bitterness. Thurman’s final chapter is about love and how Jesus lived it 

in his own environment. 

 “What, then, is the word of the religion of Jesus to those who stand with their backs 

against the wall?...The disinherited will know for themselves that there is a Spirit at work 

in life and in the hearts of men which is committed to overcoming the world. It is 

universal, knowing no age, no race, no culture, and no condition of men. For the 

privileged and underprivileged alike, if the individual puts at the disposal of the Spirit the 

needful dedication and discipline, he can live effectively in the chaos of the present the 

high destiny of a son of God”. 

Thurman’s book concludes: when people look into the face of Jesus, “they see etched 

the glory of their own possibilities, and their hearts whisper, “Thank you, and thank 

God.”” 

A Reminder for Mill Hill Missionaries from St Joseph’s College, Mill Hill: 

A recent message from the Cameroon mission recalls the ordination of Fr Elvis Berka in Kumbo 

fourteen years ago. Fr Elvis wrote that there will soon be twenty-six ordained Cameroonian 

members of the Mill Hill Missionaries. Therefore in Cameroon and throughout the Mill Hill 

community there are a growing number of members who might like to hear what John Lewis 

said about studying and learning the lessons of history. It is the task of a lifetime. 

It also means that there is a new generation who never walked up to the main entrance of 

St.Joseph’s College, Mill Hill, and saw the relief above the doorway. There may also be 

members who are unaware of our founder’s travels to the American South and the promises of 

the first missionaries from Mill Hill to work exclusively for the Black population of the United 

States shortly after the Civil War.   
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The image used to close this essay was above the main entrance to the cloister of 

Herbert Vaughan’s St Joseph College at Mill Hill in London. It was installed soon after 

the completion of the college chapel. The cornerstone of the chapel was laid on March 

19, 1871.The relief was the work of James Forsyth RA, and shows a seated Jesus with 

figures representing the oppressed of the world in the late 19th century. The scene was 

inspired by the Dutch-French artist, Ary Scheffer, in his painting titled “Christus 

Consolator” of 1851. Luke 4:18: I have come to comfort those who are broken hearted 

and announce to prisoners their deliverance; to liberate those who are crushed by their 

chains. 

Clearly to the left of the seated Jesus is a figure of a Black person praying for help, the 

chains of slavery hanging from his wrists. For over one hundred and thirty years 

hundreds of missionaries passed beneath those figures. They are important signs of 

what was in the mind and heart of our founder, and first general superior, when he 

started Mill Hill. For him they illustrated a purpose. Just as the knelling Black athlete that 

began this essay it was a reminder of something much greater than what we see. 

Vaughan studied in Rome as a young man. But beyond the academics he read and 

travelled and learned from others throughout his life. He was a keen observer who drew 

on the experiences of many to try to realize his dreams. And he was courageous, 

especially when he travelled to the Americas in 1863 to raise funds for his missionary 

college.  

Answering a call to serve the Black population of the United States after the Civil War 

he arrived with four new missionary priests in Baltimore in December 1871. The new 
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missionaries had made a special public promise at Mill Hill before they left:”To render 

my work more amply fruitful, I promise and vow that I will show myself a father and 

servant to the African-American people. I will undertake no other work whatsoever 

which could lead me in any way to neglect or give up this special service.” Vaughan 

remained in the United States until June 1872 studying the country and looking for 

future stations for his missionaries. He returned again in January 1875 for the first 

General Chapter in Baltimore. 

“In his notebooks Vaughan recorded visits to Savannah, Vicksburg, St Louis, Natchez, 

Memphis, Charlestown, New Orleans and Mobile, among other places. What he saw of 

the treatment by white Catholics of African-Americans shocked him. He wrote to 

Elizabeth Herbert that “the dislike of Americans” for “the negroes…far exceeds in 

intensity anything I had expected.”…His notes are a product of his enquiring mind 

applied to the material and spiritual condition of the African-American population in each 

of the places he visited.” (Cardinal Vaughan, 191)  

The Josephites had their roots in that first group of men with Herbert Vaughan in 1871. 

In September 1993 their society celebrated one hundred years of service to the Black 

community. Over those years 483 Josephites had been part of that mission. Their 

contribution was remembered at the National Shrine in Washington by busloads of 

Black Catholics from all over the United States. 

Herbert Vaughan placed the relief over the doorway of St Joseph’s College, Mill Hill, 

because it represented how he viewed the world and how he hoped the missionaries 

trained at Mill Hill might follow Jesus. They would try to care for the “Disinherited’ of 

Howard Thurman and the “Wretched” of Frantz Fanon, and those on the bottom rung of 

the human hierarchy of Isabel Wilkerson, in the name of Jesus.  

Vaughan’s example of courage, inspiration and leadership, might also remind us to read 

and be inquisitive about the past, recognizing that we cannot impose our understanding 

on the confusion of their age. And like Fr Vaughan did as a young man to “answer the 

highest calling of your heart and stand up for what you truly believe.” 

 Fr Robert O’Neil 

Hartsdale, New York 

August 11, 2020. 
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