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A Bowl of Grits and the System

by Steve Baggarly

Recently on our soup line, a homeless man named Vern related that the previous night he had found some
clothes in a dumpster and was stashing them in a good hiding place when a police car pulled up. The officer told
Vern he looked suspicious and detained him for the next half hour with questions and ran his name through the
computer looking for outstanding warrants. As Vern told his story I could see the security van which parks in the
commuter lot across the street from where we serve our meal. Every morning the van keeps watch while people
line up for breakfast and then as they spread out on both sides of the street to eat their grits and sandwiches. For
the first three years we served on Salter street, between the parking lot and ElImwood Cemetery, Norfolk police
staked out the line every morning. A police car slowly rolling by the line either looking for someone or just looking
to intimidate was part of a normal morning.

The most mundane of actions, like putting clothes away or eating breakfast, when perpetrated by homeless
people always border on criminality. Two days before Vern, another friend said he had to go to court that morning
for urinating in public. “I had to go and there was no where to go,” as he put it. This brought to mind the nearby
business which reported our soup line to the Health Department a few years ago, because people were using the
bushes behind its building for a toilet. The Health Department response was to order us to prepare our food in a
Health Department approved kitchen rather than at the Catholic Worker house, and to get a few new pieces of
serving equipment. Public bathrooms weren’t considered as a remedy. Another friend, a mentally ill homeless
woman, was in court the same day we were one time. She had been been arrested for sleeping on the courthouse
steps. Many people we know have been taken into custody for trespassing in abandoned buildings where they only
hoped to escape the elements and be less vulnerable to attack. Living on the street means that every time nature
calls or sleep comes heavy, one risks being run through the judicial system.

It is not uncommon for our black friends to be stopped just for walking through white neighborhoods, or to be
taken downtown for not having identification, though being robbed of all one’s possessions (clothing and papers)

is a routine part of street life and replacing papers can take months. Once,
two guests at our house went to the corner to buy cigarettes and didn’t
return for an hour and a half. They were stopped by the police who ran
a check on

them, wary of a black man and a white man walking

together. Too often we hear that people
{continued on page 7)
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Dreaming Upside Down

by Tom Peterson, editor of Seeds

~ T dreamed the other night that all the maps turned upside down. Library atlases, road maps of Cincinnati,
wall-sized maps in war rooms of great nations, even antique maps inscribed “Here be Dragons” were all flipped
over. What had been north was now south, east was west. Like melting vanilla ice cream, Antarctica now capped
schoolroom globes.

In my dream a cloud of anxieties closed around me. The United States was now at the bottom. Would we
have to stand upside down, causing the blood to rush to our heads? Would we need suction-cup shoes to stay on
the planet and would autumn leaves fall up? No, I remembered, the apple bopped Newton on the head—no need to
worry about these things.

Other matters troubled me more. Now that we’re at the bottom, would our resources and labor be exploited
by the new top? Would African, Asian and Latin American nations structure world trade to their advantage?

Would my neighbors and I have two-dollar-a-day seasonal jobs on peach and strawberry plantations? Would
the women and children work dawn to dusk to scratch survival from the earth of California and Virginia? Would
the fruit we picked be shipped from New Orleans and New York to Thai and Ethiopian children who hurriedly eat -
it with their cereal so they won’t miss the school bus? Would our children, then, go not to school but to fetch
water from two miles away and to gather wood for cooking and heating? Would a small ruling class in this country
send their daughters and sons to universities in Cairo and Buenos Aires?

Would our economy be dependent upon the goodwill and whims of, say, Brazil? Would Brazil send war -
planes and guns to Washington D.C. to assure our willingness to pick apples, pecans and tobacco for export while
our children went hungry? Would Brazil or Vietnam fight their wars with our sons in our country? Would we
consider revolution?

If we did revolt, would the Chilean government plot to put their favorite U.S. general in power and uphold
him with military aid?

Would we work in sweatshops to manufacture radios for the Chinese? Would our oil be shipped in tankers to
Southeast Asia to run cars, air conditioners and microwave ovens while most of our towns were without
electricity?

Would religious leaders from “the top-of-the-world” call us stubborn pagans upon whom God’s judgment
had fallen, causing our misery? Would
they proclaim from their opulent pulpits
that if we simply turned to God, our
needs would be met?

In my dream, I saw a child crying in
Calcutta. Her parents wouldn’t buy her
any more video games until her birthday.
I saw her mother drive to the
supermarket and load her cart with junk
food, vegetables, cheese, meat and
women’s magazines. - o

I saw a mother in Houston baking
bread in an earthen oven. She had been
crying because there were no more beans
for her family. One of her children, a
blond boy, about six years old, listlessly
watched her. He slowly turned his empty,
haunting gaze toward me.

At that I awoke with a gasp. I saw I was in my own bed, in my own house. Everything was okay. It was a
bad dream. 1 drifted back to sleep, thinking, “It’s all right, I’m still on top. Thank God!” **
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Mother’s Day
Proclamation

Arise, then, women of this day!

Arise all women who have hearts,
whether your baptism be that
of water or of fears!

Say firmly: “We will not have
great questions decided by
irrelevant agencies,

Our husbands shall not come to us
reeking with carnage,
for caresses and applause.

Our sons shall not be taken from us
to unlearn all that we have been
able to teach them of charity,
mercy, and patience.

We women of one country will be
too tender of those
of another country
to allow our sons to be trained
to injure theirs.”

From the bosom
of the devastated earth
a voice goes up with our own.

It says, “Disarm, Disarm!™

The sword of murder is not
the balance of justice!

Blood does not wipe out dishonor
nor violence indicate possession.

As men have often forsaken the plow
and the anvil
at the summons of war,
let women now leave all that
may be left of home for a great
and earnest day of counsel.

Let them meet first, as women,
to bewail and commemorate
the dead.

Let them then solemnly take counsel
with each other as the means
whereby the great human family
can live in peace,

And each bearing after her own time
the sacred impress,
not of Caesar,
but of God.

Julia Ward Howe

Boston, 1870

Grits (continued from page 1)

are locked up and can’t afford the $50 or $100 it would take to be out
on bail awaiting trial. It usually takes at Jeast two months to get a court
date, and if charges are dropped at trial time or one is found not guilty,
there is seldom even an apology for the months spent in jail for only
suspicion and the want of a few dollars.

The surveillance, suspicion, and criminalization that Vern and
other visitors to our soup line experience on an ongoing basis because
they are black or poor, are the street-level manifestations of what
theologian Walter Wink calls the “Domination System.” In his book,
Engaging the Powers, Wink contends that the world ethos is best
characterized as one of domination. The unquestioned belief that some
people have the right, even the duty, to dominate others, undergirds
five millennia of social organization based on ranking. Domination is
the paradigm for all social relationships, whether it is men over women,
light-skinned people over dark-skinned, rich over poor, learned over
uneducated, officialdom over the masses, etc. Wink calls this “all
pervasive exploitation of the many by the few,” the “Domination
System” and offers it as a translation of what New Testament writers
call “the world.” So when Jesus says “I am not of this world,” (John
8:23) it is not a declaration of his other-worldliness, but that he is
against the systems of domination that are all around him.

In a nutshell, the Domination System is characterized by
hierarchy, violence, and hoarding. And Satan is the presiding spirit of
domination. In contrast, Jesus comes proclaiming God’s kingdom,
which is marked by egalitarianism, nonviolence, and sharing. No
person or group of people is supposed to wield power over another. In
God’s domination-free system, all people are sisters and brothers and
should be free from oppression, victimization, and hunger. This is the
vision that Jesus calls his followers to incarnate.

So, when we venture out three mornings a week to share food
with people who don’t have enough to eat, we get an invaluable
cathecism in the workings of the Domination System. Living white,
educated, and monied, amid systems and ideologies which present us
as the “normal” people and offer to fill our sails, we’re programmed to
think that everything is OK; that there is equal protection under the
law, and liberty and justice for all. While privilege blinds us to the
brutal realities of domination, the people we see on our soup line are
well acquainted with the demons inhabiting our system. Automatically
suspect to the authorities and the good citizenry by virtue of their skin
color, their character relentlessly maligned for being penniless in a land
of plenty, they know the Domination System deep in their bones. We
go out three mornings also because we want our world view to be
shaped by their experiences, hoping to live in reality rather than
illusion. On Salter street we learn how much we can live without, and
realize the need to throw our lot in with the people we meet there,
taking up the cross of nonviolent resistance to the powers of
domination, as Jesus did. Unless we strive to understand life from the
perspective of poor and marginalized people and then act on what we
learn, we will never know the God of the exodus and the gospels. **




