
 

 

6th Sunday Ordinary time: Racial Justice Sunday 

 

 
The Black Bitch is a pub in Linlithgow, 

or it was, it is now called The Willow 

Tree, and  battle is raging in the town 

between the brewers, Greene King, who 

have changed the name, and many 

residents who want to keep the old one. Both names have good local 

historical references.  The Black Bitch refers to a greyhound dog in the 13th 

century who brought food to her starving master, The Willow Tree to a tree 

that was planted nearby to mark an historic event in the 18th century. 

 But the brewers have a policy, in the light of the company’s origins 

being founded on slavery money, to make a break with any possible link to 

racial injustice past or present.  They also feel that some would find the 

original name offensive today anyway, especially not knowing the history. 

 So what has come to be called ‘The Culture Wars’ rage on. 

The difficulty with all this is that we often find it hard to reassess our 

country’s history and accept that the more than unacceptable was done in the 

past, and we find it difficult, in a disinterested way, to do the same about 

ourselves and put ourselves in the place of others.  In a country that is still 

predominantly white, and Cumbria especially so, it is often hard for white 

people, myself included, always to understand how others may feel.   

 Two things brought this home to me.  One was hearing about a mother, 

in London as it happened or nearby, whose child was black but at a 

predominantly white school, in having to sit her teenage son down and warn 

him that when he was out with his mates he could not risk getting into 

trouble as some of the white kids might.  The way he was treated may well 

not be the same.   

 The other was watching a TV programme the other night, The Bay, (I 

am always looking to see places where I lived or have been,) where the black 

mother, a policewoman, says to her white husband, when her son has run 

away, “You don’t realise it is not the same for him, if he is in trouble,” which 

the husband finds it hard to accept. 

 These are realities of life in much of Britain, which we don’t like to 

accept, and which things like battles over pub names, do not directly touch, 

but go towards a change of attitude. 

 What has this got to do with the Church you might think? Catholic 

Social Teaching is based on the dignity of all people.   Respecting that 

dignity.  (There has always been a tendency in Christianity to get round this.  

Like Apartheid in South Africa, saying the two races would be better apart; 



 

 

better for the whites certainly.)  The Church’s social teaching does not come 

out of nowhere but from gospels like Luke’s, who stress the need for social 

quality, and from particular gospels like the one today, Luke’s version of the 

Beatitudes, which underline the spiritual dangers to us all of allowing 

inequality to flourish. 

 What we have to do, if we are not already there, either physically or in 

that mindset, is to try to understand what it is to be poor, to be hungry, to 

weep now, and indeed to be of a different colour.  And that is not easy.  In 

trying to empathise with others, we often have our eyes opened to changes 

that we need to make to end the inequality, which can be physically and 

financially uncomfortable, but it is also even more uncomfortable when we 

think we are ‘all right’ on a certain issues or issues, ‘with the good guys,’ 

only to find that we really are not.  Back in the 70s when I was going on anti-

National Front marches, I thought I was fine and on the right side. 

However, that prejudice can be there within us, even when we always 

thought we could claim not to be prejudiced.  (For example, sometimes we 

liked to say, “but they were only gollies on the back of a jam jar, part of my 

childhood,” not ready to accept the offence they could cause.) 

 A priest from America wrote very honestly about this not so long ago. 

He was chaplain to a very mixed hostel and he thought he was treating all the 

students equally.  But eventually some of the black students asked to have a 

word, and they showed him how in certain ways he did not have a balanced 

way of treating them all.  They were very gentle and he very humble about it, 

but it was an eye-opener for him.   

 Sometimes people in organisations make jokes about being asked to go 

on ‘awareness days’ regarding all sorts of things, and sometimes they are not 

very good and the ‘language’ can put people off.  But many of us need an 

awareness day more than we realise. 

 To live a life without any prejudice might be very near impossible for 

most of us.  But to attempt it and be aware of what is most damaging and 

hurtful within us is something we can try to do. 

Of course to live it means we are not always popular, as MPs among others 

have discovered when they have stood up for equality, even to the point of 

receiving death threats. 

 To try to live it is an essential part of our faith, though as the gospel 

says, people may hate you, drive you out, abuse you, denounce you as 

criminal, and as St. Matthew’s version says, ‘speak all kinds of calumny 

against you.’   But that is part of the Christian life.    

 What we need to do most of all is pray.  Pray for tolerance, for a 

society that wants to be based on justice and equality.  For those who suffer 

from discrimination, and for ourselves to be free of it.  


