
 

  Page 1 of 11 

You won’t read much about the Rev Dunbar Ogden Jr., but on a day in 

1957 when some of the ugliest parts of human nature were on display, he 

made a profound difference in showing others what it meant to be a 

Christian and to take a brave stand against evil  

 

His son is Paul Ogden, who became a professor of deaf studies at 

California State University and had a passion for social justice. What his 

father did in 1957 was to, as a white person, accompany the African 

American students on their way to Little Rock Central High School, making 

their way through a hostile crowd to integrate that school for the first time. 

 

The first thing he did that morning was to pray.  

 

He had grown up in the South and was serving at Central Presbyterian, 

heading up the interracial Ministerial Association in Little Rock. Daisy 

Bates, who was looking for a safe way to shepherd the students into school 

had called up Rev. Ogden. Could he organize a group of white ministers, 

like him, to go with them that fateful day? 
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At first, he hesitated. Wasn’t this too political and not the realm of faith? 

Wouldn’t some of his congregation object? But then he and Paul’s mom 

prayed about it and indeed, Rev. Ogden called, as he later remembered, 

“perhaps a dozen” white clergy. Many were not courageous at all. Only one 

of them agreed to meet with the students the next morning, September 4, 

1957. 

 

The question remained: What would Rev. Ogden do? Before he went to 

bed, he prayed again. He got up in the middle of the night and prayed 

some more, turning to Scripture for help. He knelt by his bed in the 

morning, as he always did, still in his pajamas and prayed some more. At 

the breakfast table his three boys were used to him leading them in prayer 

as they held hands (and Mrs. Dunbar mouthed the words so Paul and his 

deaf brother Jonathan could understand). 

 

He read the 23rd Psalm, pausing—according to Dunbar—over the words, 

“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear 

no evil; for thou art with me.” Then ate his oatmeal. 
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He put on his suit and tie and pocket handkerchief and drove with his 22-

year-old son David to the meeting place. (Paul was only eight at the time.) 

Overcome with compassion for the students, he spoke to them, invoking 

the names of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Gandhi and Jesus Christ. Still, 

when he was asked if he would march with them, he didn’t know. 

 

The answer came, as answers to prayer often do, with a feeling that welled 

up inside him. In that instant, he knew that this was the right thing to do. 

The fear drained from him. “All right,” he said, “we will go.” And he led that 

courageous group. 

 

Alas, the students were not allowed into the school that day or for some 

time, not until President Eisenhower issued the order ensuring that the 

National Guard would support integration and protect the students. Still, 

when they finally did integrate Central High they faced much turmoil. 

 

Paul, after seeing his father on the TV news that night, wanted to visit the 

school and Rev. Ogden took him to the site the next day. 
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Rev. Ogden is not someone you read about in history books. Like his son 

said, he was a humble man. He just happened to be called upon at a heroic 

moment. He might have made up a hundred excuses to not go, to say no. 

 

So, what do we say as Christians when we are called upon?  

 

Today, we come to Passion Sunday, where we hear again the greatest 

love story ever told.  

 

It might not be 1957 and this might not be Little Rock, but all around us we 

can feel so much anger, so much division. From politics, to Covid 

responses, to race issues, to people seeing one another as more or less 

Catholic. You name it, the division is there. But is this how it’s supposed to 

be? God’s love is given freely. What we just read, Jesus did for us all. He 

empties Himself, becoming a slave for us all. Dwelling with the most 

marginalized through his ministry and passion, He is united to us.  

 

In this, we are reminded of how deeply God loves us without any exception. 

So when we beat ourselves up, when we have shame, when we think who 

will understand the real me, or when we run from our past, God’s love is 
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there. But its important to remember that it is there for all of us too. Through 

what Jesus does, we are all one family, each belonging to one another and 

to the Father.  

 

As such, God calls us to act, and to sacrifice. It’s not easy. It’s why all of 

the other white ministers that day got cold feet. But as Rev. Ogden 

realized, sitting on the sidelines for him was not an option as a Christian.  

 

The Passion story has been described as the “symphony of sin” because 

we see so much of it; violence, wrath, betrayal, scapegoating, denial and 

gossip. But the sin that stands out to me the most in the story is cowardice.  

 

Mark’s Passion narrative has the peculiar detail of a young man running 

away naked at Jesus ’arrest wearing nothing but a linen cloth. We don’t 

know exactly who that is; but some speculate it could have been Mark 

himself. The other disciples run away too. We also have the cowardice of 

the mob coming out at night; the cowardice of Pilate not standing up to the 

mob.  
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If you think about it, it’s easy to run away isn’t it? To run away from our 

problems. To run away from conflict. To run away from doing the right 

thing. The cross confronts us with that uncomfortable reality too. Of the fact 

that at times we as humans can be cowards. The apostles are reminded of 

this when Jesus shows them His wounds after the resurrection. But His 

message will not be one of seeking revenge, but simply “peace.” So how 

then can we bring peace, Rev. Ogden did that day for those students 

against the mob?  

 

Courage comes in so many forms, and if we open up our eyes we see it 

around us.  

 

It’s in the nurses who when I went over to the senior center for the first time 

last summer for an anointing, were helping patients day after day at the 

height of the pandemic, bringing them hope despite them being essentially 

prisoners there and so much unknown with Covid. 

 

It’s in the doctors and civic leaders who work on Covid, but are also willing 

to speak their minds on the disease and how we should deal with it even if 
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it may go against prevailing opinion and they may be vilified, as did others 

during the AIDS crisis at it’s height.  

 

It’s in police officers who go out and protect our community every day, 

sometime going into neighborhoods where they are hated or in situations 

where their life is on the line, and refusing to become cynical or hardened 

with hate, but trying to bring hope into blighted communities.  

 

It’s in teachers, like the ones here at Saint Joe’s who’ve worked so hard 

this year to keep our school open, or the ones I see sometimes 

occasionally in front of the Allied Academy, the so-called “last chance 

school” where troubled kids attend just up the block. I’ll often see a teacher 

or two following a student outside who has bolted from the classroom to 

talk to them, and I know they go there day after day knowing the odds are 

seemingly stacked against them because they care and don’t want to give 

up on the kids.  

 

It’s in the child who stands up to the bully, or refuses to take part in 

mocking and tearing down another student, even if they become mocked 

themself.  
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It’s in talking to a person rather than about them through an anonymous 

letter or gossip.  

 

It’s in talking about our faith and morals even if we’ll be canceled by those 

who call us intolerant or hate what our faith teaches.  

 

It’s in telling a loved one they are going down the wrong path and having a 

heart to heart with them.  

 

It’s making the heartbreaking decision to journey with your dog to the vet’s 

office when it’s time to temporarily say goodbye; or to move a loved one 

into assisted living.  

 

It’s about being there for a loved one in need, as so many have been 

during the pandemic to just listen and be present.  

 

It’s about being a mom or dad who is willing to be hated for saying “no” 

even if everyone else according to their child is doing something or going 

somewhere they know is bad for them, and also a few years down the road 



 

  Page 9 of 11 

being the mom or dad who is at peace with their child going off to college or 

finding their way in life, knowing they need to spread their wings.  

 

It’s about doing the right thing, even if you’ll be hated for it.  

 

And for some, it’s about picking up the phone to make a Covid vaccine 

appointment, or when the time is right coming back to Mass or even going 

without a mask to a sporting event or dinner to see someone face to face 

and sing and cheer again.  

 

Acts of courage and bravery are before us every day. So what are we 

going to do is the question? 

 

I truly believe our nation and world have a spiritual crisis right now and a 

courage crisis. People look for salvation in this world, and we forget about 

death, we push it away. Like Peter rebuking Jesus when He spoke of the 

Passion, we do that too. And I think what Covid has taught us in some 

respects is that death is a real thing we must confront. But what we see 

when we see that Cross is God’s answer to death. To enter into it with us. 
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To not walk way. To take up His Cross. To suffer and die, so that we may 

live.  

 

With respect to courage, courage is not about doing something dangerous 

that is foolish. It’s about doing the right thing. It’s about being a witness to 

our faith. Sadly, so many are so paralyzed by fear. We avoid reality through 

sitting on the couch with the video game or streaming service. We push off 

till later tough conversations. We go along with the crowd and don’t want to 

get our hands dirty or stick our necks out. The same people who changed 

“hosanna” thinking Jesus a political liberator are the same ones who 

dropped the palms and walked away just as quickly. So we must challenge 

ourselves: am I going to walk away too, or am I going to do the tough 

things that following Jesus means?  

 

On those days during the Civil Rights movement when so many were 

treating others with hate, to today when we see violent protests, to a dark 

day years ago when a rabbi who preached love was shouted at by a mob 

“crucify Him, crucify Him!” evil is there all around us, but so is love and so is 

hope. In a world where it’s so easy to wonder what is going on out there, 

will things ever get better, may the greatest love story ever told, the 
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Passion, remind us how deeply God loves us and also challenge us to do 

something about it. We as humans might want to forget and change the 

channel, but God has something greater in mind. This story tells us how far 

He is willing to go for us. So how far will we go for one another and the 

world? Every day God gives us opportunities to be that agent of hope in the 

world. So let’s not run away from our job, but follow Jesus and go forward 

in life not with fear but with hope, knowing He is with us every step of the 

way to lead us through our own death, but that He is also with us to bring 

hope into the world when we bravely follow where He leads us. Covid will 

likely always be in our world. So will other diseases. So will evil and sin. 

And so too will death. But let us not forget, the tomb will be empty. Jesus ’

epitaph has been transformed into a living title of our salvation. On our part, 

may we transform this world from a place of darkness to a place of light 

and hope by engaging it, realizing that with Jesus, we have such power to 

bring people the peace they long for.  


