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My sister and | were talking about racism the other day and she asked if
constantly trying the see the world from multiple perspectives as well as take into
account personal, cultural, and systemic privilege with folks wasn’t exhausting.
Why would anyone choose to think about these things? Perhaps, she suggested, it
is because of some awkward struggles | had with my own self-esteem growing up
that | cling so passionately to my current identity as an anti-racist white person.

These are the kinds of questions | hear frequently. Why would any white person
choose to see the world in a way that so clearly illustrates our responsibility for
ending racism? How can it be in our best interest to see ourselves as a part of a
group that obviously participated(es) in the disadvantaging, even genocide of
others?

| believe my sister inadvertently played a role in my becoming a social justice
activist. Growing up with a sibling less than two years younger than me made me
acutely aware of what is and is not fair from a very early age. My parents catered
to our desire for equity by setting up rules such as those regarding splitting the
rare bottle of Coke. One of us got to pour the soda into two glasses; the other got
to choose the first glass.

Their concerns however, were not limited to food and drink justice. | attended my
first Take Back the Night march when | was in first grade. In third grade, | was
shocked and outraged when one of my parents’ friends then was killed in a hate
crime because he was gay. By the time | reached college, | was familiar with racial
bias in textbooks, sexism in Disney movies, and homophobia in the churches many
of my peers attended. The next logical step was an awareness of the everyday
manifestations of white privilege in my life. | was primed for taking on the many
injustices of the world.

At first, advocating for justice was about my own rights. As a child, | complained
when adults talked down to me and didn’t take my opinions and values seriously. |
worked hard to define myself as a woman free of the social constructions of
beauty and gender roles that limited my full expression. | learned to spit. When
really exploring white privilege in college, | sought out ways that | could use my
privilege to benefit others. My idea of justice for all involved speaking up for
others and advocating so they would not be mistreated.

Further exploration of social and environmental justice has led me to believe that
advocating for equity serves all people. We have all been put into politically
constructed boxes that not only limit our self-expression, but also separate us
from one another. Thus my personal and professional relationships are inhibited
by systematic segregation. In addition, institutional racism in our society weighs
heavily on my soul. My morality depends on first acknowledging and then
breaking down the walls of these boxes. How is it fair to any of us to live in a world
where we are taught lies and half-truths about each other?

With the complexities of racism, there is no clear path to bridging the divisions |
learned despite my parents’ best intentions. But the true joy of advocating for
justice lies not only in the result, but also in the process. There is a rush of energy
| feel with new learning and connections to others; the “runners high” of social
justice work that comes from sticking with it despite the obstacles. Living with
integrity and purposefully seeking understanding of others and myself will never
be exhausting. In fact, it is exhilarating.
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I am from the top knuckle on the ring finger of Michigan.

Born of parents who knew what they did not want to be—

Catholic, abusive, war supporters, White collar American business people—
And sought new ways to define community.

| am from European Americans

Gauvins, Skomskis, Ursas and Guenthers

Who gave up our names, language and cultureto be White Americans,

Then look to others to replace our loss.

Spiritual samplers dancing between appropriation and appreciation.

My favorite color is rainbow, my best friend is black, and love sees no color.

I am from the School of Light And Realization,

Communal living where | practiced flying,

Dug holes to China,

Said Oms before dinner

And my imaginary friends were named She-He and Power.

| am from organic vegetables picked fresh from the garden for dinner
And games of euchre on icy midwest evenings.

Hot baths with my sister singing,

“Looking for a heart headed woman,”

As we wrap our heads in hearts of bubbles.

| am from branches so thin they almost break
As the wind blows me back and forth
And mom says, “As long as you can get yourself down you can climb up.”

I am from a feminist mother,

Marching to Take Back the Night

And explaining to the kids in the neighborhood
What Prince meant when he saw Nikki
“Masturbating with a magazine.”

“I'm sorry, my girls don’t talk baby talk.”
Sunday cleaning to the oldies

Because no matter how poor you are,

Your house should always be clean.

And yes, mama did take acid.

I am from a dad who cries at Hallmark commercials
And cried when he heard this poem.
Who played quitar and sang songs for his two girls.
“l like me, I’'m as happy as can be...”

I am from parents twice married and twice divorced,
To and from each other.

Continued...
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And make boats out of sticks and leaves.
I am from Joey Brown, the 1976 Mercury Marquis,
Who liked to honk his own horn.
Crouched down in the backseat,
Hoping nobody sees me.

I am from failed attempts at popularity

I didn’t have Guess Jeans or the Country Club code
And couldn’t figure out why just being myself

Was never enough.

| am from a family
1000s of miles from other relatives,
Looking for something new, better, redefinition.

I am from nights that end with Huggabuggaboo, a kiss, and | love you.

That’s where I’'m from.
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