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Our	connection	to	George	Floyd:	Reflections	on	living	in	the	midst	of	
Hearbreak	
	
As	some	of	you	know,	we	live	just	six	blocks	from	where	George	Floyd	was	
murdered	by	police	on	Memorial	Day.	If	you	feel	disconnected	from	this	tragedy,	
consider	this:		I	learned	recently	that	one	of	my	friends	from	church	worked	at	that	
Cup	Foods	convenience	store	and	knew	Mr.	Floyd	as	a	customer.		So	not	only	do	I	
live	near	the	murder	scene,	but	I	am	in	a	close	two	degrees	of	separation	from	him	
in	my	friend	network.		And	this	means	that	you	are	at	most	only	three	degrees	of	
separation	from	our	dead	brother.		
	
As	I	reflect	back	on	last	week,	time	is	a	blur	from	the	emotional	rollercoaster	we’ve	
been	on.			I	now	keep	track	of	the	days	by	what	happened	each	night.		Tuesday	
evening,	May	26	as	the	video	became	known	brought	tens	of	thousands	of	people	of	
every	complexion	to	our	neighborhood	to	protest	the	killing	of	Mr.	Floyd.		I	was	
heartened	to	see	so	many	families	with	children	in	tow	heading	with	homemade	
signs	toward	the	site	of	the	killing.		Later	I	watched	the	video	of	the	policeman	
killing	George	Floyd	with	his	knee.	I	had	difficulty	sleeping	as	I	contemplated	how	
one	human	being	could	do	this	to	another	human	being.	
	
{Our	daughter	Becca’s	H.S.	classmate,	Greta	McLain	quickly	painted	the	now	
internationally	famous	mural	“I	can	breathe	now”	at	the	murder	site.}	
	
Wednesday	night	was	interrupted	when	we	woke	to	a	brilliant	orange	sky	out	our	
east	bedroom	window.		I	said	to	Amy:	“What	an	amazing	early	sunrise.	“	But	then	I	
looked	at	the	clock	and	it	was	only	2	am.		Later	in	the	morning	we	learned	that	an	
auto	supply	store	near	the	police	station	had	been	set	on	fire	by	a	white	man	
dressed	in	military	gear	who	fled	after	protestors	chased	him	away,	but	too	late	to	
prevent	the	building	from	going	up	in	flames.			A	rumor	spread	that	he’d	been	
allowed	back	into	the	3rd	Precinct	after	the	fire	spread,	see	Umbrella	Man	AutoZone:		
https://www.forbes.com/sites/carlieporterfield/2020/05/30/who-is-umbrella-
man-mystery-vandal-at-minneapolis-riot-spurs-conspiracies/#6781c8a9236e					
	
Thursday	night	at	about	1	am,	we	awoke	coughing.		When	I	looked	out	the	window,	
hazy	black	smoke	obscured	the	street	light	on	our	corner.			Recognizing	that	the	
smoke	was	likely	toxic,	we	implemented	our	air	purifier	and	tried	to	sleep.	There	
were	no	sirens	nearby.		We	were	clueless	that	the	smoke	came	from	a	store	only	2	
blocks	away.				
	
When	I	got	up	Friday	morning	I	found	charred	debris	was	scattered	in	our	yard	and	
on	the	street.			I	went	in	search	of	what	had	happened	on	Lake	Street.			Soon	I	met	a	
small	group	of	neighbors	who	told	me	just	20	minutes	earlier	they	had	stopped	a	
young	white	man	(dressed	all	in	black)	from	trying	to	burn	down	the	liquor	store.		It	
was	the	local	Family	Dollar	store	that	had	been	totally	destroyed	and	had	spewed	
debris	(along	with	toxic	smoke)	all	over	the	neighborhood.		While	we	don’t	shop	
there	it	was	an	important	source	of	low	cost	items	for	many	people	living	nearby.		
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Fortunately	the	towering	former	Sears	building,	which	stands	12	stories	tall	and	
houses	the	Midtown	Market	and	as	well	as	several	hundred	people	(Amy	and	I	lived	
there	for	a	year	when	our	house	was	being	repaired	back	in	2008),	looked	to	be	
unburned	or	looted.		We	later	learned	that	neighbors	had	repelled	worse	violence	to	
the	building	and	its	residents.		No	one	spoke	of	help	from	the	uniformed	forces	
during	the	nighttime	riots	and	arson	attacks.		Were	they	overwhelmed,	pulled	back	
by	government	leaders,	or	staging	a	strike?	We	were	confused	and	alarmed.		
	
We	were	relieved	to	hear	that	no	one	had	died	or	been	killed	during	the	night.		I	
feared	that	the	destruction	could	distract	from	the	needed	focus	on	justice	for	
George	Floyd	and	needed	changes	in	the	police	department.		We	also	hoped	that	the	
worst	of	the	destruction	had	passed;	how	could	this	be	happening	here?			Yet,	
tension	was	building	as	arson	attacks	and	looting	had	spread	to	several	parts	of	
Minneapolis	and	St.	Paul.		We	heard	that	75,000	outsiders	were	expected	to	descend	
on	our	cities	over	the	weekend.		
	
On	Friday	afternoon	we	biked	several	blocks	to	visit	our	friend	Sharon	to	deliver	
birthday	greetings	to	her	daughter.		When	we	arrived	we	found	them	unloading	a	
van	filled	with	art	treasures	from	the	Somali	museum	located	just	blocks	from	our	
house,	but	on	Lake	Street.		The	museum	had	suffered	damage	the	previous	night,	
and	there	was	fear	it	could	be	burned	or	looted	in	the	coming	nights.		So	they	would	
be	“guarding”	the	treasures	in	their	home.	
	
When	I	went	to	bed	Friday	night	I	was	so	exhausted	that	I	fell	asleep	despite	my	
unease.			Somehow	I	slept	through	the	night.		But	in	the	morning,	I	encountered	
armored	vehicles	and	armed	National	Guard	troops	less	than	2	blocks	from	our	
house.		It	seemed	unbelievable	that	virtually	a	full	block	of	stores	just	north	of	Lake	
Street	had	been	torched	during	the	night.	Enterprises	owned	by	and	serving	people	
of	color	had	been	targeted.		It	seemed	a	bit	ironic	that	the	troops	were	guarding	the	
smoking	ruins	of	buildings,	when	apparently	none	were	there	to	stop	the	looting	
and	fires	during	the	night.		I	had	mixed	feelings	about	bringing	the	military	into	
town,	but	with	trust	in	the	police	at	an	all-time	low	and	violent	elements,	both	local	
and	national,	exploiting	the	protests,	we	clearly	needed	a	way	to	stop	the	violence.			
	
Amy:	I	had	lost	all	patience	with	after-dark	protests	once	the	non-protesting	
opportunists	brought	mayhem;		the	potential	consequences	were	far	too	grave.		It’s	
hard	not	to	be	angry	at	protesters	giving	cover	for	such	destruction.		I	felt	like	
outsiders	were	coming	to	crap	on	my	neighborhood.		And	I	never	knew	when	
another	set	of	angry	marchers	would	traverse	Chicago	Avenue	(now	likely	to	be	
renamed	after	George	Floyd)	just	a	half-block	from	our	home.		I	reflected	on	how	
little	I’d	been	aware	of	the	neighborhood	impact	of	my	travels	to	protest	sites.		
	
By	Saturday,	our	neighborhood--and	many	throughout	Minneapolis	and	St.	Paul--
recognized	that	we	were	under	attack	by	forces	multiple	and	serious.		We	needed	to	
organize	to	protect	ourselves	since	it	was	unclear	what,	if	any,	assistance	we	would	
get	from	local	police	and	fire	authorities.		About	1000	met	in	our	neighborhood	park	
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Saturday	noon	and	organized	into	block	groups.		(Imagine	a	circle	of	masked	people	
trying	to	organize!)		This	gathering	greatly	lifted	my	spirit.		As	I	walked	into	the	
park,	I	marveled	that	so	many	people	turned	out	with	just	a	couple	of	hours	notice.		
Black	Lives	Matter	activists,	our	Latina	city	council	member	and	several	very	
capable	local	residents	facilitated	the	gathering.			Within	2	hours,	about	30	small	
groups	had	formed	to	develop	plans	for	protecting	their	immediate	neighborhoods,	
a	“mobile”	fire	squad	had	been	created	to	respond	to	any	house	or	business	fires	
during	the	night,	and	community	medical	assistance	locations	had	been	arranged.			
	
Now	we	had	hope	and	a	plan	for	working	together	to	face	what	the	night	might	
bring.		Based	on	credible	reports	that	arsonists	had	stashed	supplies	at	different	
points	to	fuel	the	prior	night’s	destruction,	teams	were	organized	to	sweep	alleys	for	
accelerants	(Amy	and	my	sweeps	found	nothing	but	others	found	accelerants	
nearby).		We	helped	the	local	Muslim-owned	grocery	store	board	up	their	doors	and	
windows	and	write	“Kids	live	upstairs”	on	the	plywood,	since	the	owner’s	family	
with	three	small	children	live	right	above	the	store.		An	app	was	used	to	create	a	list	
that	could	keep	us	in	touch	throughout	the	night.		And	a	schedule	was	created	to	
maintain	a	continuous	watch	through	the	night.	
	
With	rumors	of	white	supremacist	groups	having	entered	the	city,	we	prepared	for	
the	worst.		Each	household	worked	to	remove	flammables	from	their	yards.		Since	
trash	containers	were	used	to	start	some	fires	the	night	before,	we	moved	many	
trash	and	recycling	bins	into	garages.		We	filled	tubs	and	trash	cans	with	water	and	
prepared	hoses	so	we	would	be	ready	to	fight	any	fires,	since	we	were	told	the	fire	
department	was	unlikely	to	respond	in	any	reasonable	time	frame.		We	were	told	
that	the	Sears	tower	building	was	a	target;	if	it	flamed,	embers	would	likely	start	
neighboring	roofs	on	fire.		
	
Amy	and	I	prepared	a	“go-bag”	with	key	papers	and	necessities	in	case	we	would	
have	to	leave	suddenly	in	the	middle	of	the	night	(Amy	prefers	to	call	it	a	flee	bag!)		
While	all	this	was	happening	many	in	the	community	were	also	participating	in	
protest	marches	and	vigils	to	keep	the	focus	on	the	murder	of	George	Floyd	and	
need	for	deep	systemic	change	in	Minneapolis	policing.	
	
In	the	hour	before	the	8	pm	curfew	went	into	effect,	our	immediate	neighborhood	
gathered	in	a	circle	at	our	intersection.		Standing	around	the	barricades	of	barrels,	
construction	barriers	and	sandbags	we	made	a	joint	commitment	to	do	our	best	to	
keep	each	other	safe	in	the	coming	night	and	to	work	to	dismantle	racism	in	our	city	
now	and	going	forward.			Amy:	Many	of	our	neighbors	left,	especially	those	with	
young	children.		I	questioned	staying	but	decided	that	I	couldn’t	stand	being	
anywhere	else.		It	was	clear	that	if	things	got	bad,	we	would	be	leaving	on	foot	
during	curfew.		We’d	been	warned	that	curfew	violators	might	be	shot.		
	
Soon	after	the	curfew	began,	National	Guard	vehicles	rolled	down	our	street	and	
helicopters	flew	low	overhead.	Lots	of	information	was	flowing	over	social	media—
some	true	and	some	false,	either	deliberate	or	not.		One	rumor	was	that	the	KKK	was	
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marching	just	a	few	blocks	south	of	us.		That	turned	out	to	be	false.		But	reports	of	
unmarked	cars,	without	license	plates,	traveling	at	high	speeds	nearby	proved	true.		
Amy	and	I	depended	on	younger	folks	to	keep	the	night	watch,	so	we	slept	more	
than	many	others,	but	not	soundly.		Many	parts	of	Minneapolis	and	St.	Paul	was	on	
watch.	
	
Fortunately	we	woke	to	no	new	major	fires	in	our	or	other	neighborhoods	during	
the	night.		But	it	had	been	a	tense	night.		A	Somali	family	had	recently	moved	onto	
our	block.		Several	hours	after	curfew	began,	they	were	returning	home	with	their	
children	in	the	back	seat.		The	police	confronted	them	and	shot	the	mother	in	the	
face	with	a	rubber	bullet.		They	arrived	at	our	barricaded	intersection	bleeding	and	
deeply	frightened.		Fortunately	our	night	watch	patrol	escorted	them	to	their	home	
and	offered	them	medical	help	for	her	wound.		The	adjacent	neighbor	saw	to	their	
food	needs.		A	different	vigiling	neighbor	helped	a	couple	of	exhausted	adolescent	
protesters	connect	with	their	mother.			
	
Our	Muslim-owned	store	survived	the	night,	thanks	in	part	to	neighbors	who	spent	
the	night	on	the	roof	of	the	restaurant	across	the	street	where	they	could	view	much	
of	what	was	happening	below.		One	fast	car	did	manage	to	elude	the	barriers	in	our	
alley,	but	apparently	was	not	out	to	harm	us.		We	fixed	that	hole	the	next	night.	
	
A	second	park	meeting	on	Sunday	encouraged	neighbors	to	make	our	barricades	
more	welcoming	and	friendly.		So	our	group	decided	to	offer	snacks	and	folks	put	up	
twinkle	lights.		Amy:		I	thought	this	was	nuts	because	I	didn’t	want	to	do	anything	
that	might	promote	night	protests,	but	I	went	along.		As	I	reflected	with	my	Peace	
Literacy	(Paul	K.	Chappell)	group	Monday,	I	realized	that	the	beauty/care	of	those	
efforts	impacted	me.	It	reminded	me	who	I	was	and	who	we	were.	So	then	I	put	out	
my	own	heart-shaped	twinkle	lights	and	put	up	a	flowing	fountain	to	add	sound	
through	the	night	for	those	keeping	watch.		I	started	to	be	more	tolerant	of	my	
location	in	the	historical	moment,	even	as	I	vehemently	disagreed	with	those	who	
considered	violence	necessary.		
	
Fortunately	each	night	after	that	grew	more	peaceful.		After	six	nights	of	curfew,	and	
nightly	meetings	of	neighbors,	this	Saturday	was	our	first	night	without	a	block	
meeting	in	a	week.		Our	night-time	rotating	schedule	of	keeping	watch	and	curfews	
are	over—I	hope	for	good.		And	each	day,	hundreds	of	citizens	set	to	work	cleaning	
up	debris	and	distributing	food	and	essential	supplies	to	neighbors	in	need.		
	
This	past	week	protests	continued.		I	felt	privileged	to	join	Amy	and	nearly	a	
thousand	clergy	members	on	Tuesday	afternoon	in	a	silent	march	to	the	memorial	
that	has	been	created	where	Mr.	Floyd	was	killed.		We	knelt	as	one	and	prayed	for	
an	end	to	police	brutality	and	change	in	our	criminal	justice	system.		One	of	the	most	
sacred	times	for	me	this	past	week,	was	early	Monday	morning	(around	6:30	am)	
when	I	walked	to	the	memorial	site	and	stood	amidst	the	numerous	circles	of	
flowers,	murals	and	other	tributes	to	George	Floyd.		I	took	some	time	to	meditate	
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about	both	the	pain	of	his	death,	but	also	the	possibility	for	life-giving	change	to	
emerge	from	this	tragedy.		
	
On	Thursday	of	this	week,	Amy	and	I	biked	along	about	3	miles	of	Lake	Street.		
Burned	out,	boarded	and	looted	buildings	marked	virtually	every	block	on	our	ride.		
Because	of	the	dedicated	work	of	hundreds	of	volunteers	we	could	see	sidewalks	
blackened	by	fire,	yet	swept	clean	of	all	trash	and	garbage.		And	art	work	
commemorating	George	Floyd’s	life	and	the	community	was	emerging	on	the	
plywood	along	the	way	(https://kstp.com/news/artists-turning-plywood-into-art-
dedicated-to-george-
floyd/5751446/?utm_campaign=headlines&utm_source=zetaglobal&utm_medium=
onsite)		At	the	end	of	the	ride	we	gathered	around	our	radio	to	listen	to	the	
memorial	service	for	George	Floyd,		I	was	moved	by	the	music	and	messages	and	
could	feel	the	beginning	of	healing.			
	
But	now	the	real	work	begins.		Friday	brought	the	good	news	that	our	city	council	is	
beginning	to	change	some	of	the	most	egregious	policies	of	the	Minneapolis	police	
department,	banning	use	of	the	chokehold	and	requiring	officers	to	report	excessive	
use	of	force.		And	this	weekend,	a	majority	of	our	city	council	committed	to	
defunding	the	police	department.		I	don’t	know	how	best	to	get	there,	but	clearly	
deep	changes	in	policing	are	needed	so	that	all	of	us,	especially	our	darker	skinned	
neighbors,	can	live	without	fear	of	the	police.		And	the	rebuilding	of	immigrant	
owned	businesses	up	and	down	Lake	Street	will	be	long	and	challenging.	
	
No	one	should	have	died	to	get	us	to	this	point.		I	recognize	my	complicity	through	
my	silence	in	the	systems	that	killed	George	Floyd.		But	I	am	more	hopeful	than	I	
have	ever	been	in	my	adult	life	that	meaningful	change	will	be	made	toward	
achieving	racial	justice	in	America.			I	know	more	of	my	neighbors	better	than	ever	
before,	be	they	from	Africa,	Guatemala,	or	rural	Minnesota.		We	will	work	together	
for	change.		
	
Amy	&	I	hope	and	pray	that	these	past	two	weeks	will	inspire	all	of	us,	wherever	we	
live,	to	work	together	for	peace,	justice	and	reconciliation.		If	you	did	not	have	the	
opportunity	to	hear	Rev.	Sharpton’s	eulogy	at	the	memorial	service,	we	encourage	
you	to	be	inspired	for	our	new	season	under	heaven,	Ecclesiastes	(you	may	the	skip	
ads):		https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2zjlAixki1M	
	
And	as	difficult	as	it	is	to	do	so,	I	urge	as	a	patriotic	duty	to	understand	the	upset,	
watch	the	full	9	minute	video	which	shows	how	George	Floyd’s	life	was	taken.	Amy:	
As	an	“expert	in	trauma”,	I	had	some	personal	lessons	to	learn	about	getting	
triggered.		I	do	recognize	now	that	the	pain	was	talking;	and	am	hopeful	that	the	
repetitive	cycle	of	violence	unto	others	can	be	transformed.	
	(You	may	need	to	enable	audio):	https://www.nytimes.com/video/us/100000007159353/george-
floyd-arrest-death-video.html  
 
Here’s	some	images	of	the	arsonists	that	AFT	officials	are	seeking	help	to	ID:	
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https://kstp.com/news/atf-releases-photos-of-persons-of-interest-in-st-paul-arsons-asks-public-for-pictures-
videos-that-may-help-investigations/5752142/ 
 
While we count ourselves fortunate that both of our children (and grandbabes) live 
nearby, they both live in areas that were “hotspots” for disturbances.  Becca’s husband 
Martin, however, had the most hands-on vigilance experience. He and other neighbors 
successfully neutralized a Molotov cocktail intended to burn a local business.  
	
A	local	pastor	noted	that	she	was	sure	that	if	Officer	Chauvin	had	had	his	foot	
choking	the	life	out	of	a	Black	Labrador	for	over	8	minutes,	instead	of	a	Black	Man,	
one	of	the	other	officers	would	have	intervened.			
	
Oh,	and	we	want	you	to	know	that	Minneapolis	has	regularly	won	the	prize	for	the	
highest	participation	in	National	Night	Out	events	--	in	cooperation	with	our	police	
force.		So	many	in	our	city	were	predisposed	to	support	our	police.				
	
And	nearby,	a	former	Sheraton	Hotel	is	now	a	sanctuary	for	otherwise	homeless	
people.		The	stories	go	on	and	on…	
	
	
--Mike	and	Amy	
June	8,	2020	


