
Our Personal Battlefields

I was hoping that a Sunday hike around the Gettysburg Civil War battlefield would help. I had 
taken the trip to Gettysburg for two reasons. First, after a week together in the same house, 
my son and I both understood that we needed to socially distance. Second, I thought that 
this would provide an opportunity to reflect on recent events at a place which saw over 
50,000 casualties during a war fought over race.

I was hoping that a walk through this historic battlefield would lead to a cathartic moment, an 
epiphany, or a blinding insight. It didn’t. I came home and on Monday morning my thoughts 
were neither collected nor resolved.

The recent events are distinct in that they have affected us all in a very personal manner. We 
have all had different reactions and they are unique to each of us.

For many of you, the experience has not just been personal. It has been up close and personal.  
You could smell the smoke from the fires. You could hear the sirens, helicopters and the glass 
being broken. And you may have felt fear.

For other people, this wasn’t the first time you felt fear. For some people, George Floyd, the 
jogger Ahmaud Arbery, and the Louisville EMT, Breonna Taylor, are not just people in the news. 
Their fate is a possibility for a son, a daughter, a spouse or maybe even their own person.

On top of that, in some neighborhoods, the recession hasn’t just caused a drop in portfolio 
values. It has taken people who were struggling to get by to the point where they are trying 
to survive.

For many of us who are older, we are tormented by the question: “Why does this still keep 
happening?” We thought we were better than this! Wasn’t it just the other day when I was 
proudly watching the television with my parents as our country launched a powerful and 
advanced new spacecraft into orbit. And then seeing urban rioting on the evening news.

Didn’t the Civil Rights movement change this country? Did John Lewis get beaten up in Selma 
for nothing? Weren’t there more than just thoughts and prayers, but concrete legislation after 
the assassination of MLK? Didn’t the election of the first African American President represent 
a turning point?

All of these were revolutionary moments. What happened to the revolution?
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My children are pretty sure that I am old, out of touch and unaware. The truth is that I have 
just seen this before, and I am incredulous and saddened to see it again.

The problem, perhaps, is that racism is a persistent and relentless disease. But it isn’t like the 
Coronavirus. We will find a vaccine for the Coronavirus. And that will be it. Problem solved.

Racism is a cancer and once you have it, it is hard to get rid of.

And a new law or social program, or an election might mitigate a symptom, but it is not 
going to make it go away. There is a Wikipedia article that lists “landmark legislation affecting 
African Americans.” It also lists landmark court decisions and executive orders. Now let me 
note the word “Landmark.” “Landmark” means high fives, testimonials and multi-racial groups 
coming together to sing “We shall overcome” in celebration.

If you try to print that article, it goes on for seven or eight pages. That is an awful lot of 
landmark turning points.

So, is this an invitation to be cynical? Does this mean we give up? “We tried that. It didn’t 
work.” No. If racism is going to be persistent and relentless, we are going to have to be equally 
persistent and relentless.

What does this mean for Glenmede? Let’s start by stating that we are not an organization of 
fragile people. We will be persistent and relentless.

That means an intolerance of racism. That means a commitment to diversity training and 
recruiting. That means coaching and mentoring programs. That means the creation of a 
Diversity Council. That means hosting students from Cristo Rey and funding their scholarships, 
as well as the scholarships at St. James and several schools serving learning-disabled students 
from underserved communities. It means sponsoring a team at City Year and volunteering 
for days of service. It means partnering with the United Way to battle poverty. It means 
encouraging our people to join boards and community organizations and matching their gifts. 
It means publication of Sustainable and Impact Investing articles on racial equity investing. It 
means training our managers about how they can have conversations with their employees 
about race.

Perhaps most importantly, it means listening to and caring for each other. And it probably 
should mean doing more. We just don’t know what that is yet.
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Are these the things that are going to wipe out the sort of ugly and oppressive racism that gave 
rise to the protests? 

Nope. 

Cancer goes into remission. It doesn’t end.

But these are the things that are going to make a difference. More importantly, they can make 
a personal difference in someone’s life, our communities and, hopefully, at Glenmede. As an 
organization, we nurture a culture whose hallmarks are mutual respect, empathy and ethical 
service to our clients. We believe that inculcating these values in our people can help them to 
lead by example — not simply in business, but in their interactions with the communities in which 
they live and work. If we’re going to create real change, it has to start with the values that we live 
by and practice every day. Glenmede will take a leadership role in creating change.       

Now, there is one thing I did learn at Gettysburg. When Lincoln gave the Gettysburg address 
and declared that our nation was conceived in Liberty with the then radical notion that all men 
are created equal, he did not do it at the end of the war. He did it when the struggle was far 
from over and the outcome was uncertain. The rest of the address urged his countrymen to be 
persistent, relentless and resolute.
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