
WHERE DOES IT HURT? 
 
“What is it that public theology can say to the white person in Massachusetts who’s 
heroin-addicted? I don’t hear anyone speaking to the 45-year-old person in Appalachia 
who feels like they’ve been eradicated, because whiteness is so much smaller today 
than it was yesterday. Because there’s nothing wrong with being European-American; 
that’s not the problem. It’s almost like white people don’t believe that other white people 
are worthy of being redeemed.” Sales, Ruby, Where Does it Hurt?  On Being Interview, 
Krista Tippet, August 2017.  
 
Matthew 11:28-30 English Standard Version (ESV) 
28 Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my 
yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find 
rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” 
 
 
When I was a child and scraped my knees or fell, I ran screaming to my mother who 
cooed and asked me where does it hurt? Her gentle question burrowed deeper than the 
pain of my fall or scratch. Instead, in asking where does it hurt, my mother wanted to get 
down to the deep source of the pain that lay beneath the scratches or bumps. With her 
insightful question where does it hurt, she gave me permission to touch the heart of the 
hurt. She understood that I needed special attention, reassurance and love that went 
deeper than my physical pain. She realized that my need was a spiritual one that 
touched me at levels deeper than the outward hurt.  
 
On another and equally important level, my screams came from my strong fear of her 
authority. I knew that as the person in charge, her authority gave her the power and 
right to punish me because my fall came from pushing boundaries and disobeying the 
rules by deliberately stepping outside of the circumscribed space that she authorized. 
Despite her annoyance with me, her compassion moved me to speak from a storehouse 
of unspoken hurt and fear. Her question touched my vulnerabilities and reassured me 
that she was more concerned about my wellbeing than with punishing me. Her question 
where does it hurt opened a door for me to bring to consciousness the feelings which 
despite my repressing them nonetheless existed as a vital part of my essence and a 
significant influence on my actions. 
 
So, it was when I asked where does it hurt in an interview with Krista Tippett, host of On 
Being, I instinctively as did my mother with me, touched a deep nerve in many people of 
all colors. This simple question unleashed an avalanche of tears that spoke to the depth 
and meaning of the hurt that we hide for fear of consequences from those in power and 
from our friends, families, and community. My question gently and provocatively pried 
open the door for us to name our individual and collective fears, wounds, and trauma 
that come from the chronic systemic hits of racism, sexism, heterosexism, and 
classism.  As it had for me, the question reaffirms that what we feel is important enough 
to be named, heard, and nurtured. 
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The text from Matthew recognizes and reaffirms the importance of our systemic hurts 
and wounds as well as what it means when someone cares enough to see and bring 
relief to our hurt. These dynamics can best be described as compassionate commitment 
to growing ourselves and each other to become our tallest and most realized collective 
selves.  It forms the framework for this module.  The passage from Matthew tells us that 
Jesus treated and repaired the deep systemic hurts that had consequences on 
individuals and the collectivity. He both grasped and felt how systemic hurt bent people 
over with suffering and pain, isolated them, and made them unable to stand tall or to 
see clearly. Often the hurt that Jesus touched and healed was indescribable to the 
sufferers. Instead of being the indifferent patriarch, Jesus was the kind and motherly 
comforter. 
 
Moreover Jesus, as did my mother, comprehended the hurt beneath the hurt. Jesus 
knew that the simple question where does it hurt gave people permission to name and 
touch feelings that we repress for fear of systemic economic, social, and political 
reprisals as well as ridicule and banishment. 
 
Jesus’ ministry concerned itself more with healing hearts/matters of conscience/minds 
rather than with materialism and transactionalism. He understood that clean hearts and 
minds resulted in a new spiritual and social revolution that would result in a just socio-
economic non-hierarchical social order that harmonizes the I with the We and the We 
with the I. In this new revolutionized world, we rather than rulers become beneficiaries 
of God’s creation. In this new age, ordinary workers benefit from their labor and the 
world that we help make. Essentially, Jesus’ message reaffirms that unlike rulers who 
try to reduce us to objects of their agendas, we are essential and valued members of 
God’s creation.  Furthermore, we are born free from the entrapment of predestination or 
bad history. 
 
Howard Thurman in JESUS AND THE DISINHERITED points out how Empire 
Christianity muffles this message. “To those who need profound succor and strength to 
enable them to live in the present with dignity and creativity, Christianity often has been 
sterile and of little avail. The conventional Christian word is muffled, confused, and 
vague. Too often the price exacted by society for security and respectability is that the 
Christian movement in its formal expression must be on the side of the strong against 
the weak. This is a matter of tremendous significance, for it reveals to what extent a 
religion that was born of a people acquainted with persecution and suffering has 
become the cornerstone of a civilization and of nations whose very position in modern 
life has too often been secured by a ruthless use of power applied to weak and 
defenseless peoples.”  Howard Thurman, Jesus and the Disinherited. Kindle, p 21. 
 
The writer of Matthew tells us that collectively Jews as well as other peoples of the 
Roman Empire suffered and endured much systemic hurt during the time when Jesus 
lived and preached. As a Jew, Jesus was a member of a conquered people whose 
identity and culture Rome and its surrogates tried to destroy with state sanctioned 
containment and violence, systemic lies, as well as cultural and social genocide.  
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Rome’s socio-spiritual culture war included a coordinated war on Judaism because 
many Jews were more loyal to God than they were to Caesar. Richard Horsley situates 
Jesus within this context. Because Jesus is a Jew, he is not above the suffering, 
aspirations, defeats, and victories of his people. Rather his ministry evolved out of this 
socio-political context.  
 
Richard Horsley says that “The ‘coincidental’ historical analogy is too disquieting, that is, 
that the Roman Empire had come to control the ancient Middle East, including Galilee 
and Judea, where Jesus operated. We have come to recognize that the ancient 
Palestinian people responded to Roman rule in a lengthy series of protests and 
movements. It is difficult to continue to imagine that Jesus was the only figure 
unaffected by his people's subjection to the Roman imperial order. If nothing else, then 
perhaps the fact that he was crucified, a form of execution used by the Romans to 
intimidate provincial rebels, should lead us to take another look.” Horsley, Richard, 
JESUS AND EMPIRE: THE KINGDOM OF GOD AND NEW WORLD DISORDER, 
(Augsburg Fortress Press, Minneapolis, MN, 2002) Loc.93-95 Kindle.    
 
Biblical historian Warren Carter tells us that Jesus lived within a Roman Empire whose 
land holdings and conquered territories were massive and far reaching. According to 
him in THE ROMAN EMPIRE AND THE NEW TESTAMENT:  AN ESSENTIAL GUIDE, 
“Its empire extended from Britain in the northwest, through (present-day) France and 
Spain to the west, across Europe to Turkey and Syria in the east, and along North 
Africa to the south. Rome ruled an estimated 60 to 65 million people in diverse 
ethnicities and culture.” Carter, Warren, THE ROMAN EMPIRE AND THE NEW 
TESTAMENT:  AN ESSENTIAL GUIDE, (Abingdon Press, 2006), kindle, p.3.  
 
Ordinary people, “97 %,” occupied the lower economic, social, and political rung of the 
Roman Empire. Within this hierarchy the Emperor was first and his power and status as 
head patriarch unquestionable. The noble class enjoyed power lower than the emperor 
but higher than the masses which comprised peasants, artisans, and fishermen. “The 
Roman Empire was an aristocratic empire where the power of the emperor was 
unquestioned and honored by Romans. After the Emperor a small elite of about 2 to 3 
percent of the population ruled. They shaped the social experience of the empire's 
inhabitants, determined the ‘quality’ of life, exercised power, controlled wealth, and 
enjoyed high status. The Roman Empire was also an agrarian empire. Its wealth and 
power were based in land. The elite did not rule by democratic elections. In part they 
ruled by hereditary control of the empire's primary resources of land and labor. They 
owned its land and consumed some 65 percent of its production. They exploited cheap 
labor with slaves and tenant farmers. They lived at the expense of the non-elites,” 
Carter, Warren, Ibid, kindle, p3. 
 
During the Roman Empire the Emperor claimed that their regime and the destiny of 
Rome were inextricably bound together and divinely legitimized by God. Rome fertilized 
Empire religion. This holy coupling positioned God on the side of the Empire, and the 
lowly status of the masses offered proof of God’s preferences and favor. “In addition to 
ownership of resources, military force, and working relationship with the elite, emperors 
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secured their power by claiming the favor of the gods. Their imperial theology 
proclaimed that Rome was chosen by the gods, notably Jupiter, to rule an "empire 
without end" (Virgil, Aeneid 1.278-79). Rome was chosen to manifest the gods' rule, 
presence, and favor throughout the world. Religious observances at civic occasions 
were an integral part of Rome's civic, economic, and political power.”   Carter, Warren, 
Ibid, Kindle, p 
 
Imperial religious state craft automatically created irreconcilable religious, social, and 
political differences between the Empire rulers and Jews who believed in a monotheistic 
God. Put together these differences amounted to a great divide between the two 
cultures.  The Jewish culture was God centered, and Rome was empire 
centered.  Rome celebrated the power of men whereas Jews celebrated the power of 
God. Rome was driven by materialism, conquest, and human exploitation -- the outer 
transactional world of patriarchal power and deals. The Jewish community on the other 
hand valued the inner life or the consciousness of God in each of us. "The Spirit of the 
Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He 
has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to 
set the oppressed free.” 
 
These passages lay bare the differences between the rich whom Rome valued and the 
dispossessed whom God valued. It points out the essential difference between God’s 
mission and the mission of political rulers who try to steal us from God by socializing the 
authentic consciousness of God out of us and replacing it with a false Empire 
consciousness. When we touch and move from the spirit of God in us, we act to make 
manifest in ourselves and in the world the best in ourselves and in others. By best I 
mean that which is just and that which is unspeakably joyful and loving.  
 
When I speak of hurt within a universal context, I mean the obvious and non-obvious 
socio-spiritual degradation and dehumanization from systemic injustice that harms all of 
us. This includes those groups who benefit from it --systemic insiders as well those who 
are targets of it -- systemic outsiders. In the American context, the collective hurt that 
we feel comes out of the culture of Whiteness which promotes the idolatry and a cult of 
White skin-ness as well as tribalism. Each of these is based on purity laws where White 
skin represents the highest good and the superiority of all humans. Conversely, Black 
skin represents immorality and degradation. This view of Blackness holds that people 
with black skin are the most impure of all humans and therefore the least fit to sit at 
God’s and the government’s table. The guardians of the culture of Whiteness strive to 
protect the purity of Whiteness from the contamination of Blackness by creating social, 
political, economic, and religious walls of segregation which separate us from God and 
each other. 
 
As I have engaged in conversations with my siblings from different social and religious 
communities, you have told me that beneath your screams lurk the collective hurt of 
loneliness, alienation, dehumanization, and dis-memory from others and from our 
deepest and most hopeful aspirations to matter as well as a yearning for intimacy in a 
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culture of Whiteness that leaves all of us psychologically and spiritually wounded and 
dismembered.  
 
The depth of our hurt echoes throughout social media where people unleash horizontal 
rage at each other in vitriolic and violent language that both diminish the humanity of 
others and our own humanity. Instead of being a healing space where we work through 
our systemic hurts as a community, social media becomes another space where we 
continue to repeat the same destructive behavior. I think the lesson here is that we carry 
our behaviors with us everywhere we go. Vincent Harding observed that: 
 
“We are absolutely amateurs at this matter of building a democratic nation made up of 
many, many peoples, of many kinds, from many connections and convictions and from 
many experiences. And to know how, after all the pain that we have caused each other, 
how to carry on democratic conversation that, in a sense, invites us to hear each other’s 
best arguments and best contributions so that we can then figure out. How do we put 
these things together to create a more perfect union?” Harding, Vincent, Interview, 
Krista Tippett. 
 
Some of you might ask and rightfully so where do we begin when the task seems so 
big, and we feel so small and overwhelmed? I agree that the task is huge, but it is not 
insurmountable. There is hope in God’s awesome and merciful grace that gives us 
agency to free ourselves from bad history and spiritual and social wounds that we all 
digest on our journey. We are not entrapped by the past. History teaches us hopeful 
stories of reparation, reconciliation, resurrection, redemption, and restoration. Let the 
words of Howard Thurman touch our hurt and began to remove the scabs. Let us 
rejoice in his reminder that we are not predestined to a life of pain. 
 
“Listen to the long stillness 
New life is stirring 
New dreams are on the wing 
New hopes are being readied 
Humankind is fashioning a new heart 
Humankind is forging a new mind 
God is at work 
This is the season of Promise.” 
 
Thanks be to God! 
 
 
 
Ruby Nell Sales ©  
 


