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distress” would be clearly understood 
by everyone: the police, the press and 
the public. 

She assumed that the racial formation of 
white people would work in her favour. 

She assumed that her knowledge of how 
white people view the world, and 
especially black men, would help her. 

She assumed that a black man had 
no right to tell her what to do. 

She assumed that the police officers 
would agree. 

She assumed that, even if the police made 
no arrest, a lot of white people would 
take her side and believe her anyway. 

She assumed that man who asked her to 
leash her dog could and would 
understand all of the above. 

And she was right. 
 
This is the very definition of white privilege, 

privilege I grew up in and have for most of 
my life failed to recognise. Massingale’s words 
took me back 45 years to that little office in 
San Francisco where I heard a gentle, non-
accusatory voice say to me: “Father, you’re 
racist. Now you are a nice racist, but you’re 
still a racist.” I know again its truth and now 
further understand its meaning.  

I can protest that I’m not a racist, but 
protesting my own innocence and separate-
ness doesn’t change the brute fact that I’m 
living in and in multiple ways supporting a 
cultural (and, sadly, sometimes religious) 
ethos that privileges me as a white man while 
it dis-privileges others. Massingale simply 
articulates it more clearly than we like to hear. 

 
WE CAN BE good-hearted and still be racist, 
albeit as my friend said all those years ago, a 
“nice racist”. Our good-heartedness and our 
racism can comfortably coexist inside us 
because we can be blind to what we are not 
at home within and to a racist cultural ethos 
we live within and support, openly or tacitly.  

The killing of George Floyd and the massive 
international protests that followed upon it 
helped many of us understand that while we 
may be nice racists, we’re still racists, and 
while our society and culture may also be nice, 
it too is still racist. And, partly, it’s our niceness 
that needs to be confronted by Black Lives 
Matter and other such movements. Moreover, 
as this movement confronts us we need to 
accept too that like all massive movements, 
like any “great march”, it will not come to us 
pure. It will contain some very mixed and 
malevolent agendas. But, despite that, we 
must still let it challenge us to recognise and 
confront something unhealthy in ourselves 
and in our culture, beneath our niceness.  

Racism is like alcoholism and every other 
addiction. Once you’ve got it you can never 
speak of yourself as definitively cured; but 
you can, and should, move “into recovery”. 

 
Ronald Rolheiser OMI is a theologian, 
professor and award-winning author, and 
serves as president of the Oblate School of 
Theology. His books include The Restless 
Heart, The Holy Longing and Sacred Fire. 

MADOC CAIRNS

A fortnight in quarantine has 
led us to become something 
else – a community

Academics killed  
Christ. That’s what 
Charles Péguy thought. 
Outraged by being 
outshone by our Lord 

during his juvenile teaching at the 
temple, the doctors of Israel schemed for 
30 years to take him down. It was a 
matter of professional pride.  

Of course Péguy – mystic, poet and 
socialist – was lampooning contemporary 
Catholic anti-Semitism. But the protean 
editor of Les Cahiers de la Quinzaine 
was, as usual, only half-joking. He was 
reminding his readers that Christ (“the 
great disruptor” as Henri de Lubac called 
him) comes to puncture our cosy 
assumptions about the world. Success, 
wealth, popularity, knowledge: the 
“things of this world” might mean 
everything to us, but they don’t mean 
much to the Lord God of Hosts.  

With these dire thoughts circulating in 
my mind I sloped back to university a few 
weeks ago: tail between my legs and 
mask on my face. I’ve been out of 
education for some years now, and much 
has changed since I first left home to start 
my undergrad degree. For one thing, I’m 
now old enough to shave. 

Universities have changed too. All my 
lessons are on Zoom, so I can goggle 
blankly at my professors from behind a 
computer screen instead of goggling 
blankly at them in person. And several 
aspects of “the university experience” 
have vanished altogether. Few societies 
have held in-person events. Pubs and 
clubs – ranked somewhere between 
breathing and eating on the hierarchy of 
needs by some students – have shuttered. 
As the weeks wore on I found myself 
increasingly lonely. Then I received a text 
from the NHS. A flatmate had tested 
positive. My eight-person household was 
to quarantine for two weeks.  

As a somewhat melodramatic response 
to being stuck in my room for a fortnight, 
I’ve been rereading the sayings of the 
third-century monastics known to us as 
the Desert Fathers and Mothers. One of 
their most-quoted aphorisms states: “Sit 
in your cell, and your cell will teach you 
everything.” Despite appearances, it’s not 
an instruction to become a desert hermit, 
although that career occasionally appeals 
when I’m in close proximity to a deadline.  

It’s not about hiding. You don’t go to a 
monastery because you’re trying to avoid 
the rest of the world; you go because the 
rest of the world is trying to avoid God. 

The “stability” of the monastic life – the 
practice of fidelity and persistence – is a 
recipe for confrontation, not escape. It’s 
easy to let ourselves be distracted, to 
fragment our attention, to get conceited 
and comfortable and lost in ourselves. 
Facing up to our real situation, our real 
obligations – facing up to the person we 
actually are, and not the one we’d like to 
be – is a hard but necessary step in the 
journey towards God. Sit in your cell, and 
your cell will teach you everything.  

I think the pandemic has, in a small 
way, caused a lot of students to “sit in 
their cells”. Zoom seminars are 
admittedly anaemic. But my classmates 
are keen to make the most of every 
minute. To my own shock, I’m no longer 
finishing my readings en route to class 
but several days prior. The limitations are 
frustrating. But they’ve also given me a 
much sharper awareness of the value and 
purpose of my time here. 

Involuntary monasticism has a social 
upside too. My housemates and I are 
studying different subjects. We have 
varying personalities and interests. We 
started out as a group of strangers who 
happened to live together. But our 
fortnight in quarantine has led us to 
become something else – a community.  

Shaping what Rowan Williams calls 
the “raw materials of the shared life” into 
something sturdy enough to survive the 
collective neuroses of any community – 
monastic or secular – requires patience 
and dedication. In a social media world 
driven by novelty and mutability, that can 
be a hard sell. But the qualities required – 
charity, generosity, attentiveness to the 
needs of others – are indispensable to 
living our lives well. It’s when we can see 
others accurately that we can understand 
ourselves as we really are.  

I can see Péguy’s point. But, for 
Christians, piling up knowledge isn’t the 
point of education. Education isn’t about 
seeing more but seeing more clearly; 
practising the basic, boring skills of 
human fellowship; growing in virtue and 
patience and love. The pandemic has cast 
a deep shadow on educational 
institutions. Perhaps rediscovering an 
older and broader 
conception of education 
would be a light in our 
present darkness. It has 
been for me. 

 
Madoc Cairns is a graduate student at Oriel 
College, University of Oxford.

14-15_Tablet28Nov20 Rolheiser Cairns.qxp_Tablet features spread  24/11/2020  16:07  Page 7




