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Recently I talked with you about how our God has become
unfashionable. One way in which this sneaks its way into our
consciousness is in the rewriting of history through a ‘secular only’ lens.
This happens so much more frequently than you can imagine. Living
with an historian, hardly a news cast goes by that one of us doesn't say,
“where is the mention of faith?” So often, motivation for good works
comes from faith and yet as stories are told of those we admire in the
past, faith is rarely mentioned.
Viola Desmond knew she was a child of God. Raised in faith in the
bosom of Cornwallis Street Baptist Church in Halifax Nova Scotia, she
was a child of faith, a follower of Jesus. She was strong in her faith and
as a result was strong as a person. She wanted to help others and it
was from her faith that all her actions took place.
Wanting to provide black women with access to beauty products and
services, she had to study in Montreal, Atlantic City and New York
because no black woman could attend beauty school in Halifax. She
opened a salon, and a beauty school for others, and created products
herself. It was on a trip to distribute her products that her car broke down
and she found herself in New Glasgow for a day while it was repaired.
She decided to see a movie at the Roseland Theatre, purchasing a
ticket and sitting near the front because she was near-sighted. With no
sign limiting the main floor to whites, she found herself unintentionally
breaking an unwritten ‘understanding.’ People of colour were limited to
the balcony. Sadly, the subtlety of racism in Canada did not mean that
there was no racism. When accosted, she was told her ticket was for the
balcony (30 cents plus tax) not the main floor (40 cents plus tax). She
offered to pay the difference, but instead was arrested, assaulted and
put in jail overnight. She was charged with tax evasion of one cent.
Because of who she was as a loved child of God, she felt that this
wasn’t right. When she got home, her husband advised her to let it go
and pay the $26 fine.

Despite the gender roles of the times, she turned to her church and,
encouraged by her minister and his wife, Desmond decided to fight the
charge in court. The church helped pay her legal bills. Because of poor
judgement on the part of her lawyer, the case was not successful, and
her marriage ended following the court case. But Desmond’s sacrifice
led to the birth of the civil rights movement in Nova Scotia and by
extension, Canada.
Fifteen years later, Viola’s minister the Reverend William Pearly Oliver
reflected on Desmond's legacy:
“This meant something to our people. Neither before or since has there
been such an aggressive effort to obtain rights. The people arose as one
and with one voice. This positive stand enhanced the prestige of the
(black) community throughout the Province. It is my conviction that much
of the positive action that has since taken place stemmed from this.”
Faith forms people!
Lots of people argue, ‘well, you don’t need faith to be a strong person.’
But when we are talking about people of the past that we admire, so
many of them were people of faith! So there wasn’t a great mass of
people of no faith of the past to compare them to. And when you look
around today, you have masses of people of no faith and it seems like a
lot of them not only don’t act out of concern for others, but don’t even
live up to the maxim, ‘Do no harm.’
When you hear about an admirable person in the past, do a little digging
to find out how their faith played a role in their lives. The briefest mention
of a church connection is a hint that faith was a central part of their lives.
The history of people of colour in our country is the history of a people of
faith living with hope through hardship.
And check out the picture of Viola Desmond on your next $10 bill and
think about what the faith of one person can do to effect change.

