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The Tragedy of Trayvon Martin

Last week, George Zimmerman was acquitted of charges of murder and manslaughter in the 26 February 2012 killing of 17-year old Trayvon Martin.  The trial and the circumstances that led up to the trial were filled with intense emotion, controversy and ethical meaning.  It should foster some soul-searching on the part of the nation, especially for Christians.  Arguably, this was an extremely difficult case for the prosecution.  The jury of six was asked to make a judgment on some very limited legal questions and, since Zimmerman is the only surviving witness, the evidence to convict him is difficult.  Self-defense was the initial conclusion of the police and, when several witnesses faltered on the stand, the jury could not find Zimmerman guilty of 2nd degree murder or manslaughter—beyond a reasonable doubt.  In addition to the legal issues associated with the trial, understandably, Florida’s “stand-your-ground” law, racial profiling and gun control were a part of the national conversation.  And as a nation, we do need to talk about these things!!  Above all other issues, one fact stands out:  Trayvon Martin, a smiling 17-year old boy, who had gone to a convenience store to buy a soft drink and snack, was shot to death.  The Martin family is grieving and hurt, believing that justice was not done.  The Zimmerman family will never be the same, for George Zimmerman and his family, including his parents, will never go back to their former life.  In addition, the nation remains confused and torn by this case.  There are no easy answers and there are no easy solutions.  Several additional thoughts:
· First, one of the elephants in the room in this case is the brutal reality of urban crime.  Columnist Richard Cohen raises a delicate but necessary dimension of this case:  “Where is the politician who will own up to the painful complexity of the problem and acknowledge the widespread fear of crime committed by young black males? . . . [T]he public knows young black males commit a disproportionate amount of crime.  In New York City, blacks make up a quarter of the population, yet they represent 78% of all shooting suspects—almost all of them young men.”  For these reasons, New York developed the “stop and frisk” program, which does amount to a form of racial profiling.  As a nation, we must be intellectually honest—crime does often intersect with race.  If we want an orderly society, police cannot ignore this connection.  There is little doubt that George Zimmerman followed Martin because he was black.  But as columnist Kathleen Parker has observed, “it is wrong to presume that recognizing a racial characteristic is necessarily racist.  It has been established that several burglaries in Zimmerman’s neighborhood primarily involved young black males . . . if we are honest, we know that human nature includes the accumulation of evolved biases based on experience and survival.  In the courtroom, it’s called profiling.  In the real world, it’s called common sense.”
· Second, George Zimmerman was wrong to follow and challenge Trayvon Martin.  This tragedy should never have occurred and that it was avoidable is incontrovertible.  Zimmerman, who began his role as a neighborhood watchman in 2004, had made over 40 calls to police over the years.  That means he perhaps did prevent some crimes from occurring.  But when he made the call to police about Martin, he was told to not pursue him.  He should never have gotten out of the car—but he did.  Zimmerman had a gun and, however the confrontation unfolded, a fight occurred and Martin was shot.  The jury acted on the basis of legal definitions and the law.  But it still hurts deeply to think that someone’s 17-year old boy, guilty of no crime, died—and his killer is free.  How can this be?  Because I am white, it is very difficult for me to truly understand how a black person—a black family— looks at the Martin case.  I believe I can at least understand why “injustice” is an appropriate word for them.  It just does not seem right that Trayvon Martin is dead and that George Zimmerman bears no responsibility at all for his death.  As mentioned above, as a nation, we cannot ignore the facts associated with urban crime and why many Americans fear young black males.  But we must, as Christians, empathize with the Martin family—and with all black families.  This hurts!!  And we should hurt with them.  But it is also important to empathize with the Zimmerman family, especially his parents.  I saw them interviewed this past week and they are afraid, and hurting too.  Their lives will never be the same.  For all of these reasons, the Trayvon Martin case once again shows the horrors associated with this fallen, broken world.  In the coming Kingdom of Jesus Christ and then in the New Heaven and the New Earth, there will be no Trayvon Martin tragedies:  Come quickly Lord Jesus!
· Third, as a Christian, I believe I must say a word about racism.  America has a history littered with ugly manifestations of the sin of racism.  Principally, the United States institutionalized chattel slavery that was fundamentally racist in its orientation; it centered on the enslavement of Africans.  It took a bitter and costly Civil War (1861-1865) to destroy this monstrous evil.  Today, almost 50 years have passed since the Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and 1965, which freed African-Americans from legalized segregation, denial of voting rights and blanket discrimination in the labor market.  Blacks now vote without hindrance and the African-American representation in the House of Representatives is about their proportion of the total population.  The President of the United States is an African-American.  Although as a group they are far from economic parity with whites, blacks have attained high positions in government, the military, business, and education.
Nevertheless, almost everyone agrees that something remains wrong and that the dream of Martin Luther King, Jr., for an integrated society in which people would be judged by character rather than color, has not been realized.  Racism in all its ugliness still remains a part of American civilization.  What does God’s Word say about race?  How should we view people of different color?  What is the biblical solution to the ongoing remnants of racism that remain in America?  There are several critical biblical passages that must form the center of Christ’s mind on the subject of race:
1. 1 Corinthians 1:18.  The Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 1:18 establishes that from God’s viewpoint there are only two groups of human beings: those who are with Christ and those who are without Christ.  The Bible does not allow for racial differences as a basis for discrimination.  Jesus’ death on Calvary’s cross was for all of humanity, not simply the whites, the blacks or any other group of color.
2. Acts 10:34-35.  The point of this extraordinary passage is that the salvation God offers is to all humans everywhere, regardless of racial background or characteristics.  Peter learned that “God does not show favoritism, but accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what it is right.”  Racial hatred or discrimination is impossible when one sees people the way God does.
3. James 2:1-9.  The story is told of Mahatma Gandhi’s search for truth and harmony for his people of India, and his consideration of Christianity.  Raised a Hindu, Gandhi did not believe that Hinduism offered the solution to the horrendous discrimination and rigid caste system of India.  As he studied law, he believed that Christianity might offer the solution to India’s problems.  Hoping to find in Christianity what Hinduism lacked, he  attended a church in South Africa.  Because the South African church embraced the system of racial segregation called apartheid, the usher offered him a seat on the floor.  Gandhi demurred, I might as well remain a Hindu, for Christianity has its own caste system.  What a tragedy!  James 2 will have none of this.  James decries the typical situation of the early church where the wealthy were given a place of privilege and honor in worship, while the poor were only permitted to sit on the floor.  Such discriminatory practices violate God’s royal law, “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  To show favoritism is sin; it desecrates God’s standard of love.

The church of Jesus Christ must therefore model the supernatural impartiality that refuses to discriminate.  The church must model reconciliation of all races and ethnic groups.  The church must cut the radical path for culture, for it alone sees people the way God sees them:  Regardless of race or ethnic background, all need Jesus Christ and all bear His image.  The church has the radical solution to society’s struggle with racial and ethnic differences.  It is a supernatural solution:  Disciples of Jesus Christ, who have experienced His salvation, love one another with the supernatural love of their Savior.  May that love embrace the Trayvon Martin family, and the George Zimmerman family.
See Kathleen Parker in the Washington Post (16 July 2013); Richard Cohen in the Washington Post (18 July 2013); www.albertmohler.com (16 July 2013); and James P. Eckman, Biblical Ethics, pp. 72-75.
