
GSR in the Classroom: RACE RELATIONS
LESSON - INNER AWARENESS 
GUIDES EFFORTS TO CURB 
RACISM

BEFORE YOU READ:  Alone or with a partner, consider these situations.

1. Do you ever feel too worried or busy with your own needs to make the time or effort to care 
for others? If so, what factors brought you to that point?

2. What would the world be like if everyone only took care of themselves without concern for 
the needs and feelings of others?

Keep in mind while you read:

As you read about different social concerns and needs in this article, consider these issues.

1. Does this problem affect me now?

2. Does it affect people who I know and, if so, does that affect me?

3. Could it affect me someday?

TO BE ‘WOKE’ IS TO 
BE AWARE OF WHAT 
IS INSIDE AND OUT 
BY NICOLE TRAHAN 
June 3, 2016

Several months ago, I started noticing 
people using the word “woke” 
in a way that I was not familiar. 
Statements similar to, “Stay woke,” 
“I’m woke,” “She’s woke and not 
going back” started showing up on 
social media. And while I gathered 
a meaning from the context clues, I 
didn’t understand the full meaning 
until more recently.

To be “woke” is to be aware — to be 
in a state of attention — essentially to 
have one’s eyes open to reality. From 
what I’ve seen, it is used most often in 
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contexts involving social injustices such as racism and classism. To be 
woke is to notice nuances, micro-aggressions and the  underpinnings 
of prejudice and injustice in all situations. And, as a famous cliché 
states, “Once you see something, you can’t un-see it.”

Given today’s political and social climate, especially in the United 
States, it is difficult for me to understand how people can remain naïve 
to the injustices that pervade our lives. I don’t know why everyone 
isn’t woke. Perhaps it is because people who are not personally affected 
by social injustices can more easily ignore them. Somewhat like 
the Martin Niemöller quote:

First they came for the Socialists, and I did not speak out —
Because I was not a Socialist.
Then they came for the Trade Unionists, and I did not speak out —
Because I was not a Trade Unionist.
Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out —
Because I was not a Jew.
Then they came for me — and there was no one left to speak for me.

So wrapped up in ourselves, our problems, our issues, our circumstances, 
we sometimes cannot find room in ourselves to do something about a 
situation affecting others if it does not have a direct impact on us.

Perhaps, those who are woke are unable to communicate effectively 
the desperate situation in which our culture finds itself. Words fall 
on deaf ears. Demonstrations and protests have little ability to move 
people. It seems that folks are inundated with news, sound bites, video 
clips — in such a way that as a culture we are numb or unable to be 
affected by what we see and hear.

Maybe we, people of faith, have not done a very good job 
demonstrating the interconnectedness of all life and the importance 
of interdependence. Perhaps we have not been very good examples of 
dialogue, the preferential option for the poor and marginalized, and 
how caring for others results in care for self. It could be the case that 
we have not been compelling enough. Or it could be that we, as people 
of faith, are not woke at all.

And so, what are we to do? How are we to respond to the vitriolic 
political climate? To the hateful and disrespectful rhetoric that 
surrounds us each day?

Recently, a women’s faith sharing group to which I belong read The 
Naked Now by Richard Rohr. In a chapter entitled “The Principle of 
Likeness,” Rohr expounds on an idea attributed to Mahatma Gandhi. 
Gandhi’s idea is that we must, “be the change we wish to see in the 
world.” Rohr fleshes out this idea with 11 points:

• If you want others to be more loving, choose to love first.

VOCABULARY

Classism: prejudice or 
discrimination based on social 
class

Micro-aggressions: comments 
or actions that subtly and 
often unconsciously or 
unintentionally express a 
bias against a member of a 
marginalized group, such as a 
racial minority

Underpinnings: foundations

Preferential option for the 
poor and marginalized: a 
principle of Catholic social 
teaching that the church will 
support people who are poor 
and powerless

Vitriolic: filled with bitter 
criticism

Xenophobia: fear and hatred 
of strangers or foreigners
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• If you want a reconciled outer world, 
reconcile your own inner world.

• If you are working for peace out there, 
create it inside as well.

• If you notice other people’s irritability, let 
go of your own.

• If you wish to find some outer stillness, find 
it within yourself.

• If you are working for justice, treat yourself 
justly, too.

• If you find yourself resenting the faults of 
others, stop resenting your own.

• If the world seems desperate, let go of your 
own despair.

• If you want a just world, start being just in 
small ways yourself.

• If your situation feels hopeless, honor the 
one spot of hope inside you.

• If you want to find God, then honor God 
within you, and you will always see God 
beyond you. 

For it is only God in you who knows where and how 
to look for God.

Blessed William Joseph Chaminade, one of the 
Founders of the Marianist Family, once said that the 
essential is the interior. It is what is within us that 
makes for change. We have to pay attention. We 
cannot build peace from a place of violence in our 
own hearts. We cannot create just systems from a 
place of hatred. We cannot effectively address issues of 
racism, xenophobia and classism from places of bias 
and prejudice.

Essentially, it is not enough to be woke to the realities 
around us. We must also be woke to the realities within 
us. And then we will know better how to respond.

Nicole Trahan is a member of the 
Daughters of Mary Immaculate (also 
called the Marianist Sisters) who teaches 
sophomore religion at Chaminade 
Julienne Catholic High School, serves 
as the National Director of Vocations 
for the Marianist Sisters, and is director 
of the pre-Novitiate program for her 
province.



AFTER YOU READ:  

1. 	Consider the 11 points that Sr. Trahan shares from Richard Rohr’s writing. Which of these seems 
easiest for you? Which would be the most challenging?

2. Considering all the pain, injustice and nastiness to be fixed out there in the world, why is it 
important to look within ourselves first?

3. Identify someone you consider to be woke to racism or other injustices. How do you think they 
become aware and involved?

SCRIPTURE SPOTLIGHT:  In Matthew 25: 31-40, Jesus gave his disciples a clear sense of what it means 
to be woke:

When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit upon his 
glorious throne, and all the nations will be assembled before him. And he will separate them 
one from another, as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. He will place the sheep on 
his right and the goats on his left. Then the king will say to those on his right, “Come, you who 
are blessed by my Father. Inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the 
world. For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, a stranger 
and you welcomed me, naked and you clothed me, ill and you cared for me, in prison and you 
visited me.”

Then the righteous will answer him and say, “Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, 
or thirsty and give you drink? When did we see you a stranger and welcome you, or naked and 
clothe you? When did we see you ill or in prison, and visit you?”

And the king will say to them in reply, “Amen, I say to you, whatever you did for one of these 
least brothers of mine, you did for me.”

1.  Jesus describes a half-dozen concerns that affected people who his followers had the 
opportunity to help. This was not a complete list of human needs then, nor is it today. Identify 
six current challenges that people struggle with and how we might respond. Phrase your 
response like this: “Lord, when were you ________, did I ________ you?”

2.  Consider your own spiritual and physical needs — not material wants such as technology or 
fashions, but inner needs for healing, hope or growth. Lift up a silent prayer in this simple way: 
“Lord, I am _________; please, give me ______.”
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THE CHURCH’S CALL

In their 2018 pastoral letter on racism, “Open Wide 
Our Hearts: The Enduring Call to Love,” the U.S. 
Catholic bishops noted that racism has no place in the 
Christian heart. They wrote:

What is needed, and what we are calling for, 
is a genuine conversion of heart, a conversion 
that will compel change, and the reform of our 
institutions and society. Conversion is a long 
road to travel for the individual. Moving our 
nation to a full realization of the promise of 
liberty, equality, and justice for all is even more 
challenging. However, in Christ we can find 
the strength and the grace necessary to make 
that journey.

1.  The bishops say that the path to justice for 
all begins with a person’s individual change 
of heart. Diagnose your own heart regarding 
racism.

2.  Would you describe your condition as 
hardened, numb, irritated, anxious or 
pumping with hope?

3. What prescription would you give yourself?

SYNERGY WITH SISTERS

Sr. Trahan’s congregation, the Marianist Sisters, is 
part of the Marianist Social Justice Collaborative. In 
2016, that group’s Racial and Immigrant Justice Team 
produced a statement on racism in politics in response 
to concerns about that year’s presidential campaign. 
In it, Marianists encourage voters to identify and 
oppose racist statements from political candidates. 
Their guidance is timeless and helpful for future 
elections. Check out their statement and keep it in 
mind when you have the opportunity to vote: http://
www.msjc.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Racism-
StatementElectionAlert.pdf

Martin Niemöller was not a socialist or a trade unionist or a Jew. He was an outspoken Lutheran 
pastor who spoke out against the complicity of Christian leaders with Nazis during the Holocaust. 
He was convicted for treason and was imprisoned in concentration camps. 

After the World War II ended, he spoke frequently around the world to express guilt for the millions 
who died in the Holocaust and to promote peace. During his speeches, he often expanded his 
famous quote, featured in the article, to include Catholics, Communists and others who suffered 
and died at the hands of the Nazis.

1. Think about groups of people that face persecution and oppression today. Who faces the 
loss of their dignity, and possibly their lives, due to the prejudice of powerful, hateful 
people? Who needs someone to courageously speak for them? As Niemöller himself did, 
update his quotation with those groups’ names to inspire you to resist racism and hatred 
in your lifetime.

Awaken me, Lord, to the goodness within me and around me. Help me discover peace and hope in 
me — gifts that might get lost sometimes amid the clutter and turmoil of my thoughts.  Ultimately, 
God, help me find you within my heart, so that I might help change hearts in our world. Amen.

ACT

PRAY


