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Cindy Worthington-Berry 
United Church of Christ, Boxborough 
September 27, 2015 
Unwelcome Baggage 
 
We’re weaving this morning’s second reading into the reflection itself.  So let us pray… 
 
I grew up in a town that’s greatest diversity was its Finnish community. 
I went to a college, and then a seminary, that was mostly white. 
And now I live in a town that is over 95% white. 
I have had friends from other countries, friends who are gay, friends with disabilities or 
mental illnesses. 
I haven’t really had a black friend. 
So I can’t stand before you today and say even the empty words, “Hey, some of my best 
friends are black!” 
I have had dormmates, acquaintances, clergy colleagues. 
I thought this week about the jobs I’ve held, not just in churches, but earlier:  waitressing, 
secretarial, work study.  I came up with one black coworker, a man who was not African-
American but a student from Nigeria, who I worked with in the cafeteria my first year in 
seminary.   
 
How can that be?  How has my world stayed so white? 
 
The United States has, approximately, 308,745,538 residents.  Of that number almost 64% 
are white.  Almost 5% are Asian; 12% are black.  So while the percentage of white people 
in the US is decreasing, they are still clearly a numerical majority.  (Stats in this and next 
two paragraphs from Wikipedia.) 
 
Massachusetts has 6,745,408 residents.  About 83% are white, compared to that national 
average of 64%.  6% are Asian, a little above the national average; 8% are black.  That is 
two-thirds of the national average. 
 
In Acton, 77% of all residents are white; in Boxborough it’s higher at almost 89%.  The 
Asian population is, on average, greater in both towns than in the country:  about 8.5% in 
Boxborough, almost 19% in Acton.  And the African American population in Acton is 1.1%.  
In Boxborough, it’s .33%.  If I did my math right, that’s 16 people in Boxborough.  Add to 
that the 241 African-American people reportedly living in Acton, and in Acton-Boxborough, 
out of a total of 26,792 residents, there are 257 African-American people. 12% of people in 
the U.S. are black; 8% of people in Massachusetts are black, and less than 1% of people 
in Acton - Boxborough are black.  How can that be? 
 
Obviously a big part of this demographic distribution is economics.  The median income for 
black people is about $24,000 less than for white people; from $59,754 to $35,416.  That’s 
a difference of 60%.  And that is three times the gap that existed 25 years ago; the gap is 
continuing to grow (CNN Money).  According to one research program (Kidscount), in 
2014, 13% of white children lived in poverty.  That same year, the number of Hispanic 
children living in poverty was 32%, and for black children the figure was 38%.  That many 
children living in poverty.  And what does it mean for a child to live in poverty?  They are 

http://money.cnn.com/2014/08/21/news/economy/black-white-inequality/
http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/44-children-in-poverty-by-race-and-ethnicity#detailed/1/any/false/869,36,868,867,133/10,11,9,12,1,185,13/324,323
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less likely to do well in school, more likely to be a teen parent, and, as adults, they tend to 
earn less and be unemployed more frequently.  So the economic gap will grow, and in the 
next generation there will be even fewer than 241 black people living in Acton – 
Boxborough. 
 
In August, 2014, Michael Brown, an unarmed black teenager, was shot and killed by 
Darren Wilson, an unarmed white police officer, in Ferguson, Missouri.  That tragic event, 
when connected to deaths that came before and then after Michael Brown’s, sparked not 
only protests and violence and vigils, but also conversations about how little progress the 
United States had made in overcoming racism, despite a black president in the White 
House. 
 
In the last year, I’ve wrestled on two fronts.  I believe following Jesus’ example means 
confronting racism in our society and working toward justice.  But what does that mean as 
a white pastor in a mostly white church in a largely white community?  And on the other 
hand, I know I’m racist.  So how do I work on my own education and transformation? 
 
I’ve read articles and books.  I’ve gone to trainings and forums.  I’m in conversation with a 
couple of folks in the area who are trying to think about how to do anti-racism work in 
Acton – Boxborough.  And the suggestion has been, as a pastor and an individual, that I 
should start where I stand, which means understanding white privilege.  So that’s the 
reflection I’m asking you to join me in today.  You may be so far ahead of me on this 
journey.  Thank you for your patience with me as I explore my own white privilege.  
Sermons are awkward because they are generally one-way conversations.  I look forward 
to hearing your side of the conversation. 
 
In 1988, the associate director of the Wellesley College Center for Research on Women, 
Peggy McIntosh, wrote an article based on a working paper.  The title of the working paper 
was boring, but the article’s title is catchy.  “White Privilege:  Unpacking the Invisible 
Knapsack”.  This article is considered a “classic” by anti-racism educators, and is now 
used in workshops and classes throughout North America.   
 
At the time of writing the article, McIntosh was charged with bringing materials from the 
field of Women’s Studies into the general curriculum.  She approached this work with the 
understanding that when one group is underprivileged, another group is over-privileged.  
She had observed that men are often unwilling to grant that they are over-privileged, even 
if they are willing to grant that women in our society are disadvantaged.  She writes, “[Men] 
may say that they will work to improve women’s status, in the society, the university, or the 
curriculum, but they can’t or won’t support the idea of lessening men’s [status].”   
 
McIntosh realized that if this phenomenon was at work with gender inequalities, it probably 
could be found in the other, interlocking inequalities in our society as well, that there was 
most likely a phenomenon of white privilege being similarly denied and protected.  She 
writes, “As a white person, I realized I had been taught about racism as something which 
puts others at a disadvantage, but had been taught not to see one of its corollary aspects, 
white privilege which puts me at an advantage.”  McIntosh challenged herself to survey the 
ways in which she is over-privileged as a white person in our society.  As a result, she 
writes, “I have come to see white privilege as an invisible package of unearned assets 
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which I can count on cashing in each day, but about which I was “meant” to remain 
oblivious.  White privilege is like an invisible weightless knapsack of special provisions, 
maps, passports, codebooks, visas, clothes, tools and blank checks.” 
 
McIntosh recognized that, as with male privilege, white people are generally unconscious 
of their over-privileged state.  She had not been trained to see herself “as an oppressor, as 
an unfairly advantaged person or as a participant in a damaged culture.”  She writes, “I 
was taught to see myself as an individual whose moral state depended on her individual 
moral will” and “In my class and place, I did not see myself as a racist because I was 
taught to recognize racism only in individual acts of meanness by members of my group, 
never in the invisible systems conferring unsought racial dominance on my group from 
birth.”  That is, she didn’t use racist terms or refuse to hire people of color or join a 
segregated country club, so she wasn’t racist and wasn’t contributing to a racist system.  
She writes, “whites are taught to think of their lives as morally neutral, normative, and 
average, and also ideal, so that when we work to benefit others, this is seen as work which 
will allow ‘them’ to be more like ‘us’”.  An oppressive attitude from the get-go, this 
assumption that others want to be like us. 
 
Like Peggy McIntosh, I carry an invisible knapsack, stocked with the gifts and tools of 
white privilege.  In her article, McIntosh listed 50 things in her backpack.  We’re going to 
share some of them with you today.  McIntosh emphasized those conditions which she felt 
were more related to skin-color privilege than class, religion, ethnic status, or geographical 
location, although of course all are related.  She writes, “As far as I can see, my African-
American co-workers, friends and acquaintances with whom I come into daily or frequent 
contact in this particular time, place and line of work cannot count on most of these 
conditions.”  As we read these I invite you to think about them, and think about what the 
repercussions might be for those who do not have these gifts and tools in their backpacks. 
 
1. I can if I wish arrange to be in the company of people of my race most of the time.  
 
3. If I should need to move, I can be pretty sure of renting or purchasing housing in an area 
which I can afford and in which I would want to live. 
 
5. I can go shopping alone most of the time, pretty well assured that I will not be followed 
or harassed. 
 
6. I can turn on the television or open to the front page of the paper and see people of my 
race widely represented. 
 
7. When I am told about our national heritage or about "civilization," I am shown that 
people of my color made it what it is. 
 
12. I can go into a music shop and count on finding the music of my race represented, into 
a supermarket and find the staple foods which fit with my cultural traditions, into a 
hairdresser's shop and find someone who can cut my hair. 
 
13. Whether I use checks, credit cards or cash, I can count on my skin color not to work 
against the appearance of financial reliability.  
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14. I can arrange to protect my children most of the time from people who might not like 
them. 
 
15. I do not have to educate my children to be aware of systemic racism for their own daily 
physical protection. 
 
16. I can be pretty sure that my children's teachers and employers will tolerate them if they 
fit school and workplace norms; my chief worries about them do not concern others' 
attitudes toward their race. 
 
18. I can swear, or dress in second hand clothes, or not answer letters, without having 
people attribute these choices to the bad morals, the poverty or the illiteracy of my race. 
 
20. I can do well in a challenging situation without being called a credit to my race. 
 
21. I am never asked to speak for all the people of my racial group. 
 
24. I can be pretty sure that if I ask to talk to the "person in charge", I will be facing a 
person of my race.  
 
25. If a traffic cop pulls me over or if the IRS audits my tax return, I can be sure I haven't 
been singled out because of my race. 
 
34. I can worry about racism without being seen as self-interested or self-seeking.  
 
35. I can take a job with an affirmative action employer without having my co-workers on 
the job suspect that I got it because of my race. 
 
40. I can choose public accommodation without fearing that people of my race cannot get 
in or will be mistreated in the places I have chosen. 
 
41. I can be sure that if I need legal or medical help, my race will not work against me.  
 
42. I can arrange my activities so that I will never have to experience feelings of rejection 
owing to my race. 
 
44. I can easily find academic courses and institutions which give attention only to people 
of my race. 
 
50. I will feel welcomed and "normal" in the usual walks of public life, institutional and 
social.  
 
McIntosh advises us that unpacking our white privilege backpacks requires us to give up 
“the myth of meritocracy”.  She writes, “If these things are true, this is not such a free 
country; one’s life is not what one makes it; many doors open for certain people through no 
virtues of their own.”  And, by extension, these same doors do not open for others, through 
no fault of their own.  McIntosh goes on, “In proportion as my racial group was being 
confident, comfortable, and oblivious, other groups were likely being made unconfident, 
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uncomfortable, and alienated.  Whiteness protected me from many kinds of hostility, 
distress, and violence, which I was being subtly trained to visit in turn upon people of 
color.” 
 
McIntosh used past-tense verbs for those last two sentences, but they represent an 
ongoing reality.  It has been 25 years since that article was written, but there has been no 
revolution in the power distribution of our society.  McIntosh had wondered, “will we get 
truly distressed, even outraged about unearned race advantage and conferred dominance 
and if so, what will we do to lessen them.”  I don’t think we got distressed or outraged, and 
I don’t think we’ve done much to lessen the imbalance. 
 
Okay!  You’ve made it through the statistics and theory part of this reflection.  Now I’m 
going to reward you with stories. 
 
Kim and Mark Plante are former parishioners.  I performed their wedding, actually, so I’ve 
had the blessing of watching their whole story unfold.  They adopted four children through 
the foster care system, kids of different genders, abilities and races.  Kim and Mark are 
white.  One of their sons, Ryan, is African-American.  There are a lot of stories I could tell 
you about how the Plantes have battled racism on behalf of their son.  But for today, I’m 
just going to talk about band-aids.  Ryan, like most kids, gets plenty of cuts and scrapes.  
Which means lots of bandages.  The same bandages that are invisible on his siblings’ 
skin, stands out on his.  Maybe that doesn’t seem like the biggest deal ever.  But what if 
it’s on your forehead? Ryan is in a world that identifies makeup, pantyhose, and underwear 
as “flesh tone”, but the colors of these products look nothing like Ryan’s flesh.  Number 46 
on McIntosh’s list of white privileges is:  I can chose blemish cover or bandages in "flesh" 
color and have them more or less match my skin.  Ryan is not currently in the market for 
flesh-toned makeup, but he does go through a lot of bandages.  So his mom, like lots of 
parents of black and brown kids, has tried to find bandages that match his skin.  The Band-
aid company doesn’t make bandages that match darker skin tones.  The company says it’s 
purely a business decision (according to article in Atlantic):  since the majority of people in 
the US are white, it makes more financial sense to match the bandages to their skin.  But 
I’m not quite sure who will match the Hello Kitty, Star Wars, Sponge Bob, Winnie the Pooh, 
and 15 other “decorative” lines currently advertised on their website. 
 
So Kim, and other parents, go online to order bandages from a company called Tru Color.  
They have to pay for shipping, and wait for them to arrive, but at least they can get them; 
for decades there wasn’t an alternative in the American marketplace.  But brick-and-mortar 
stores don’t sell them.  There is actually a change.org petition to try to get Wal-Mart and 
Target to stock them.  Kim and some other parents contacted Target directly, to encourage 
the company to stock the bandages.  And then they asked their Facebook friends to do the 
same.  Kim’s friends were all pretty supportive, but others writing to Target actually lost 
friends on Facebook and in real life.  Kim wrote, “…white friends and family think it's 
ridiculous or silly or even racist” to advocate for black and brown bandages.  The meme 
that popped up on Facebook as part of the petition campaign read:  “Band-aids are the 
gateway drug to acknowledging white privilege.”  Target says they’ve passed the request 
along to the appropriate people. 
 

http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2013/06/the-story-of-the-black-band-aid/276542/
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Number 26 on McIntosh’s list says:  “I can easily buy posters, post-cards, picture books, 
greeting cards, dolls, toys and children's magazines featuring people of my race.”  This 
summer, Susan Rohwer – daughter of parishioners Alan and Mary – wrote to a toy 
company called MGA Entertainment.  Susan is married to Daniel, who is Cuban; their 
daughter, Lourdes, loves a particular line of dolls called Mooshka.  They come in a variety 
of outfits and eye-colors and hair-color and hair-styles.  In a world of toys that buzz and 
blink, these dolls are a respite.  Susan wrote to the Mooshka creators: 
 

“I really like the Mooshka doll line, they are beautiful dolls that are simple and well  
made. 

But as the mom of a daughter who is Latina, I am disappointed that all of your dolls  
appear to have light skin. I want to be able to provide my daughter will quality toys  

that look like her, and sadly Mooshka dolls do not fit the bill. 
Considering the changing demographic landscape in this country I would hope that  

your company would consider adding a few dolls that represent little girls of color in 
the future. 

Thank you for your attention…” 
 

Susan’s right.  If you look at the Mooshka website, the complexion of the dolls starts at 
paper white, moves through peach all the way to light tan.  Seems reasonable to continue 
the spectrum.  Here’s how the toy company replied: 

“Dear Susan, 
Thank you for contacting MGA Entertainment. 
We are careful not to label the Mooshka dolls as being of a particular race or ethnicity.  
We prefer to let children of any background identify with the doll they feel most 
comfortable with. The Mooshkas are about friendship, not race or skin color. 
Sincerely, MGA Customer Service” 
 

Let’s unpack that response: 
- “We are careful not to label the Mooshka dolls as being of a particular race or ethnicity.”  
True!  The company doesn’t describe any of their dolls as being Caucasian or White.  But 
they have chosen to create dolls that all have white complexions.  Not the same skin tone 
– paper through light tan, remember.  So there is some “variety”, but it’s all at the white 
end of the spectrum. 
 
- “We prefer to let children of any background identify with the doll they are most 
comfortable with.”  Again, a great statement to start with.  I don’t want white children to 
have only white dolls, and black children to have only black dolls.  Especially since some 
of them might prefer Legos!  But the company recognizes that children will be identifying 
with the doll, that’s the word they use.  So what does it mean if a child wants to choose a 
doll to identify with, from an array of beautiful dolls, but none of them looks like them?  
 
Susan is a journalist, as you may know, so we haven’t heard the last of this story. 
 
Now, I could have told you stories about incarceration this morning – my summer reading 
included “The New Jim Crow” by Michelle Alexander.  But I told you stories about children.  
That was probably sneaky; we are hard-wired to respond empathetically to children.  And 
notice that the advocates in both of these stories happen to be white – women, yes, so 
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they know something about inequality, but they carry that knapsack of white privilege 
themselves, and are happy to use it to benefit their children and others like them. 
 
In this morning’s scripture reading, grumpy Jesus is talking.  It’s the lectionary passage for 
today, but I don’t think I have ever included it in a worship service before.  Jesus says, if 
your hand keeps you from living a whole and holy life, cut it off!  Reading that passage this 
week, I realized that my invisible knapsack of white privilege does get in the way of me 
living a whole and holy life, but I cannot cut it off, no matter how hard I try.  It’s tempting to 
say I can, I have, to wave scissors around and say “I’m free!”  But that would be denial.  So 
if I can’t cut off that knapsack of privilege, I can at least recognize it’s there, name it’s 
reality, and speak to and against the system that created my knapsack in the first place. 
 
After all, that’s what Jesus did.  He stood up to a system of privilege:  political, economic 
and religious.  It got him killed.  But it sparked a worldwide movement of love.  So maybe I 
can’t get rid of this invisible knapsack.  I’ll go the other way, then, and add to it.  I’ll add 
responsibility, and keep educating myself about privilege and racism.  I’ll add courage, and 
practice speaking up when I see racism and speaking out to power.  I’ll add patience to my 
knapsack, so that my own passion won’t trample others.  And humility, ‘cause God knows I 
don’t have the answers.  And love, love for everyone on this journey, even me.  Amen. 


