Prayers for Racial Justice
Remembering Michael Brown 
on the First Anniversary of his Death
August 9, 2015

Children's Sermon Starters 

The RCL passages for August 9 bring us stories of thirst, hunger, sadness. In Psalm 130 we hear the words of one who is desperate, "Out of the depths, I cry to you, O Lord." In John 6: 35, 41-51 Jesus reminds those around him that he is the bread of life and that anyone who comes to him will never be hungry or thirsty again. 1 Kings 19:4-8 is the story of Elijah on the run. Worn out, exhausted, he collapses and wishes he could die. But an angel tells him, "Get up and eat." Cared for by the One who hears his cry, he is able to get up and continue living.

Children know what it is like to feel hungry, thirsty, tired, sad, angry, and frustrated. Over the course of the past year, many of us have felt overwhelmed, worn out, exhausted, terrified, and enraged as we have seen white supremacy come to the forefront of the news we consume, the stories we hear from our friends, and the very lives we live. We have prayed, "Out of the depths, I cry to you, O Lord!"

Depending on your context and the amount of work that has already been done with children in your congregation around issues of race and racial justice, you can use any of these texts as an entry points to talk about the daily exhaustion that comes from living in a racist society. If the children you are in ministry with are already conversant around racism and the recent events in our nation, you could name some of the things that have happened in the past year and invite them into a litany with you. Crying out together to God, you can seek comfort and rest. You might want to light candles as you name acts of violence and the people who have suffered. Find a way to include the reminder that God hears our cries. 

But what if you minister in a place where the children have the privilege of being sheltered from the violence inflicted on people of color in our nation? Where to begin? First, I would encourage you to begin talking with children about race and racism. Even very young children can understand more than you might guess. There are many resources available online to help you in that journey. Of course, a 3-5 minute children's sermon is not enough time to even lay the foundation, this needs to be ongoing work. You might decide to move away from the lectionary entirely this Sunday and, instead, speak openly about the anniversary of the death of Michael Brown in Ferguson. You could show photos of Brown and talk about his life a bit. You could speak about how many adults in our country, including adults in your congregation, are working hard to make sure everyone in our nation is treated as beloved children of God. If you have people in your congregation who are explicitly doing racial justice work, you could interview them in front of the kids. 

If you want to stick with the lectionary, you might have a conversation with the children about feelings. You could talk to them about times and places where people feel sad, tired, lonely, hopeless. Elijah is a great entry into those feelings - read the earlier parts of 1 Kings to get caught up on his story. In naming some of the hurt that exists in our world, perhaps you can name that many people of color in our nation often feel exhausted, sad, lonely, and angry because of the way they are treated and the obstacles they face. And then you can talk with the children about how to be agents of healing and hope for the world around them. Even small actions can make a difference: smiling at someone who looks sad, calling a friend who has had a bad day, sitting with the new child at school who doesn't have any friends yet. Even young children can be like the angel in Elijah's story, bringing food and drink to those who need to be reminded that they are not alone.



Since the killing of Michael Brown in Ferguson, MO, a collective of UCC faith leaders from across the country have gathered on conference calls convened by the Rev. Geoffrey Black.  They share about the on-going efforts at local and conference settings to keep people mobilized and engaged in countering institutional racism and sanctioned violence. And they seek to identify all-Church initiatives with course of actions that can make a difference over time.  They have recommended Sunday, August 9, 2015, the actual anniversary of Mike Brown’s death, as a time for the UCC to pray together for racial justice, and have prepared a variety of prayers for use by congregations.  These prayers may be adapted and used not only on this day, but on other days and in other settings in which people gather to pray and witness to justice for all who suffer the violence of racial injustice.
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