
CALL TO ACTION: 
Black Lives Matter Memorial Fence

Sacredness is a tricky concept, made more complicated when a single place or story, concept or ritual is 
prominent in more than one belief system. Throughout history, conflict around sacred visions has led to 
much violence. An example is unfolding today in the U.S. capital. 

For months now, the District has been home to an informal memorial to individuals killed by police, as 
well as related artwork and signage in support of Black Lives Matter. Names and pictures of those lost 
had been posted with loving care over the last five months, and many thousands made pilgrimages, some
regularly, over the months. 

This past weekend, protesters with the #MillionMAGAMarch and related demonstrations destroyed the 
memorial, while actively disparaging those it honors. This was accomplished with the acquiescence, and
sometimes assistance, of DC's Metropolitan Police Department (MPD). And this destruction, and MPD's
participation, has been met with silence on the part of DC leaders....and, so far, most of our faith 
communities as well. 

The memorial is under reconstruction. Meanwhile, this is a call for attention to this conflict, the 
participation of MPD, and the silence of DC's leaders.

BLM Plaza and Memorial Fence: Early Days, Autumn Developments, Action Notes
Visuals:  Fence Page 1, Fence Page 2
"Doubled" Sacred Space: A special call to Jews and other faith communities

A Brief History of BLM Plaza and Memorial Fence
Early Days
On June 1, people protesting the police killing of George Floyd (10/14/73 - 5/25/20) were met with 
rubber bullets and chemical spray as well as other forms of force by the National Guard in DC. The 
incident took place just north of the White House, and directly in front of St. John's at Lafayette Square. 

Shortly afterward, Mayor Bowser blamed national forces for violence toward protesters, decried 
"multiplicity of forces" in town (National Guards from other regions as well as unidentified federal 
officers), and declared MPD "well equipped to handle large demonstrations and First Amendment 
activities" (see, e.g., CNN). On June 5, Bowser had the words "Black Lives Matter" painted on two 
blocks of 16th Street, NW, just north of the White House and east of St. John's. 

Throughout the summer, however, Bowser continued to work against BLM in all but the painting. She 
actively supported more funding, more weaponry, and less oversight for MPD -- all in direct 
contradiction to BLM principles -- and continued to support MPD itself, along with National Park Police
and other forces, in aggressively policing BLM protests. Despite DC laws prohibiting such actions, 
BLM supporters were regularly subjected to chemical sprays, rubber bullets, and kettling 
techniques...often atop the very letters painted in apparent support of Black Lives Matter. 

A few days after the June 1 incident, a large fence was erected around the White House and Lafayette 
Park; a separate fence was also erected on St. John's property. The impromptu covering of the fences 
with BLM-related artwork can be understood as an attempt to claim the nationally celebrated "Black 
Lives Matter Plaza" for the principles and people of the movement for Black lives. 

https://edition.cnn.com/2020/06/05/politics/dc-mayor-requests-trump-remove-troops/index.html
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Over the months, names and pictures of those lost to police violence had been posted along the fence. 
Visitors added messages, in a variety of media, including plastic flowers spelling out "Invest in 
Community." Surviving family members memorialized loved ones in conjunction with the August 
"Ancestors Watching: Vigil in Honor of Black Lives Lost to State Violence in the DC Area." Locals and 
visitors added names shared by more distant mourners. Many thousands made pilgrimages, some 
regularly. (See early press: CNN, We Act Radio). 

Autumn Developments
In October, memorials were trashed by some of those celebrating the swearing-in of Amy Coney Barrett 
to the Supreme Court. It was rebuilt shortly afterward (see, e.g., MSN). A small group, including core 
organizers from BLM-DC, have tried to guard the memorial over the months. 

On November 3, participants in a BLM-led election night gathering were met with aggression from 
MPD; the predominantly Black crowd was harassed and, in a few cases, individuals were roughly 
arrested. On November 7, a predominantly white crowd celebrating election results was allowed to 
occupy BLM Plaza without interference. Several long-time protesters for BLM reported feeling "erased"
by the celebration at BLM Plaza which seemed to have little to do with BLM concerns. One told 
independent journalist Chuck Modi:

We still don't have justice for the attacks and police brutality that we've been suffering for these 
past six months. We're still demanding justice for Karon Hylton [Brown]. Those who were there 
June 1 still don't have justice...

And then, demonstrators in the District for the Nov. 14 "Million MAGA March" and "Stop the Steal" 
rallies, many of whom actively identify with white supremacist ideas, focused violent energy on the 
BLM memorial. Beginning Nov. 13, individuals and small groups gathered at the fence, made a point of 
disparaging it with "time to take out the trash," and "time to clean the fence," and ripped down 
memorials and other artwork -- including painstaking removal of the "Invest in Community" flowers. 

Often, MPD stood and watched while people attacked the memorial. In some cases, MPD interfered 
with BLM supporters who were trying to defend it. In at least one case, MPD officers actively removed 
signs from fencing, while refusing to wait for memorial defenders to contact St. John's Episcopal Church
leaders, whom defenders said had given permission for the artwork. Rev. Robert Fisher, rector of St. 
John's, has since confirmed that memorials had the support of the church. 

Action Notes:
Call on faith communities to support St. John's and the BLM Memorial Fence.

Issue statements of support, send financial contributions to memorial defenders. (links coming)

Call on DC Councilmembers to speak out on this terror toward members of our community.

Call on the mayor to admit that she sanctioned these actions over the weekend and must work 
immediately to revise the District's disparate behavior toward Black-led and white-led protesters.

Call on Police Chief Newsham to take full responsibility for MPD's clear support of white supremacists 
and terrorizing of DC's Black people and all who watched, nationally, police behavior here 11/13-15. 

Call on the DC Police Reform Commission to speak out on these matters. (The issue was raised, 
belatedly, at their Nov. 16 meeting; follow up with them to see if/how they are planning to respond.)

See also: "Time to Declare Sides." Jews, please also see "Dear Jews who say 'Black Lives Matter.'" 

https://www.facebook.com/WeActRadio/videos/596202931020079/
https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/08/politics/white-house-fence-black-lives-matter-dc-protest-trnd/index.html
https://vspatz.medium.com/dear-jews-who-say-black-lives-matter-21f06df0bb5d
https://vspatz.medium.com/dc-folks-time-to-declare-sides-e1e10d45f9e3
https://twitter.com/ChuckModi1/status/1325500084050661383
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/us/how-the-black-lives-matter-memorial-wall-was-resurrected-after-trump-supporters-tore-it-down/ar-BB1aywjk?
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Folks of all backgrounds can, and should, relate.
Jewish history should prompt a particular sensitivity to, and readiness to speak out on,

destruction of this kind
on the community suffering that it causes,

and on concerns that it raises for community safety,
if such dehumanizing behavior is allowed to go unchallenged.
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Black Lives Matter-DC and others have shared many videos and stills of destruction at the BLM 
Memorial Fence on November 13-15. Here are stills from video of independent journalist Brendan 
Gutenschwager, November 14 (video link--https://twitter.com/BGOnTheScene/status/1327848653684428800)

1) Metropolitan Police

Department officers

stand at the Black Lives
Matter Memorial Fence
while a MAGA crowd
chants "Back the Blue!"
and methodically

destroys the display.

....Other videographers
this evening show MPD

interfere and threaten

to arrest ONLY when

a memorial defender

tries to stop the

destruction....

2) A crew arrives declaring : 

"We've gotta clean the fence!" 

3) A group of individuals

painstakingly removes 
plastic flowers that had

been arranged to read
"Invest in Community." 
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A few additional thoughts on the BLM Memorial Fence, inspired by R. Brant Rosen, Tzedek Chicago.
Actual content, including any errors, is creation of Virginia Avniel Spatz. Please share, with attribution.

"Doubled" Sacred Space
Conflict over sacred space appears in the story of Abraham, in the Hebrew Bible, seeking a tomb for his 
deceased wife, Sarah (Gen 23:1ff). The spot he chooses is "Me'arat Ha-machpelah." Me'arah is a cave 
(or den). The root  -- כפל [kaphal] -- in Hebrew means "fold" or "double." Traditional etymology 
suggests that the cave's name reflects the burying of couples (Biblically, Sarah and Abraham; Isaac and 
Rebecca; Jacob and Leah, with Rachel buried elsewhere; Talmud and later text includes Adam and Eve) 
or that it was composed of two chambers, either side-by-side or an upper and a lower. The doubling, or 
folding, also appears in other aspects of this story and sheds some light on the BLM memorial conflict.

In the process of negotiating, Abraham declares himself "גר־וְתֹושב [ger-v'toshav] -- "stranger" and 
"resident" -- which is a kind of folding in this one individual's status. Likewise, DC folks might be 
residents, on the one hand, and simultaneously strangers in public spaces where we are excluded from 
full representation; some visitors here for the MAGA events, on the other hand, might be strangers in 
DC neighborhoods, while simultaneously appearing to feel at home, even proprietary, in public spaces.

Abraham negotiates to purchase the cave and the surrounding land and trees. Eventually, the field and 
cave are confirmed as Abraham's, "from the children of Heth." This transfer results in a kind of double 
identity: It's Abraham's and it's former Hittite property. A similar pattern shows up in many layers at 
BLM Plaza: On one level, it's part of the L'Enfant plan for the U.S. government seat and it's Anacostan/
Piscataway land. On another, it's District property and a response to the White House. It's both a 
mayoral action and the people's response to that action. The horizontal stripes are part of a DC flag and 
remnants of an equal sign, simultaneously a city-sanctioned design and a reminder of the guerilla 
"DEFUND THE POLICE" briefly equated with "BLACK LIVES MATTER." ("BLACK LIVES 
MATTER = DEFUND THE POLICE," lasted a single day before the city repainted.)

Another "doubling" can be seen in the dual nature of the historical Machpelah site (in the city of 
Hebron): known simultaneously as "Tomb of the Patriarchs" and as "Ibrahimi Mosque," the site is 
recognized as sacred to both Jews and Muslims. In a somewhat similar vein, we see several "doublings" 
of meaning for BLM Plaza and Memorial Fence.

The yellow paint has one meaning for the movement for Black lives and another for DC's mayor; trying 
to honor both at once results in serious conflict and insult to one vision or the other: On the one hand, 
consider again how the predominantly white Nov. 7 celebration was experienced as erasure by BLM 
supporters; on the other hand, protesters have faced months of police violence, suggesting that the 
mayor's vision for BLM Plaza must be something quite different from BLM-led action. 

Mayor Bowser has been sued for allowing a "cult for secular humanism" by plaintiffs who argue that the
BLM Plaza "equates to endorsing a religion." Brought by a small group, the suit represents a larger 
movement, in- and outside of DC, believing the yellow paint a provocation for those who "Back the 
Blue." Other "Back the Blue" supporters declare no value in the lives memorialized on the fence, seek to
actively erase anything associated with them, and join the current president in treating Black Lives 
Matter as "terrorists." They are actively trying to reclaim the space for their vision of the United States. 

Abraham negotiates in front of a gathering at the city's gate. Do we have a "city gate" for considering the
BLM Plaza conflict?

Abraham never has to argue for Sarah's humanity. What does it say about DC and the nation, if we are 
silent while memorials are dismantled amid calls of "time to take out the trash"?


