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FALLOUT FROM THE 60's:

REFLECTIONS ON SARA JANE OLSON COMING HOME
March 18, 2009
I am glad that Sara Jane Olson is coming home to St. Paul. I have to admit that I have felt some affinity and sympathy with Ms. Olson/Soliah ever since her trial and imprisonment. I found her release and re-imprisonment last year to be troubling. I ask myself - whatever happened to double-jeopardy? I am also troubled by the lack of charity toward her as she comes home this week. She has served her time. We generally do not do well in caring for persons who are released from prison and in Sara Jane Olson’s case, it seems even less so.

I have deep sympathy for the family of the woman killed and with police officers. I can understand why some police officers feel irritated over this situation. They place their own lives at risk constantly on behalf of all of us. However, I do not see Sara Jane/Kathleen as one who was directly responsible for what happened. Whatever she did or did not do, she was a product of a tremendous movement of idealism that swept young people in the 1960's and early 70's. In those years I was a pastor in the Chicago area.

I was also engaged in these issues as a pastor. For example, in 1968 the Democrat National Convention was held in Chicago. There were hundreds of young people who came to Chicago to protest the War and other issues. They camped out in Lincoln Park and, by-and-large, they were a peaceful bunch. But the Mayor of Chicago, Richard Daley, went a bit “off the page” and sent out police riot squads.

I was at a Lutheran camp in southern Wisconsin that week along with many of the pastors of the Illinois Synod. We received a call from a Lutheran pastor in the city of Chicago asking as many of us as could to come into the city, to Lincoln Park, that evening to help keep peace — to keep police from beating up kids in the park.

A group of about 25 of us drove hurriedly into the city, donned our black shirts with clerical collars, received “basic training,” and went out to the streets around the park to try to calm the waters. I saw many close-call incidents, I experienced tear-gas set off nearby by police who were after the kids, but that night the peace was kept.

These kids were deeply concerned about life and society. I think “society” over-reacted. Since then we have learned a few things that have helped us deal more effectively with mass conflict.

The years rolled along for me and I became friends with Pastor George Hall who was pastor at St. John’s Lutheran Church in Lincolnwood, a near-in Chicago suburb that was right next to the parish I was serving. George Hall was a remarkable man. He taught in a Lutheran college. He spent time working overseas, especially in Africa. He and his wife had a daughter who died of pneumonia at age 14, two sons who died of a rare kidney defect in grade school and the remaining daughter who lived on was Camilla. 

Camilla Hall. Remember that name? She was in the SLA — the Symbionese Liberation Army. So was Kathleen Soliah/Sara Jane Olson. It was a strange group, but it was a group of young people with a global consciousness, with a deep passion for justice for the oppressed. They were in many ways cynical. They did not believe that the “establishment” would ever fix the system. They carried some guns, a practice which I disagreed with then and do even more so today. They kidnaped Patty Hearst.

What the truth was in all of that may never be known. But in May, 1974, as I was getting ready to leave for a new ministry in Guyana, there was a terrible shootout in the Los Angeles area with law enforcement personnel surrounding a small house in which most of the SLA members were present. Hundreds of police weapons and other artillery laid waste that house and killed the young inhabitants. Once again, it seemed to me then, and even more so now, that this was a terrible over-reaction. One of those young people killed was Camilla Hall, daughter of Pastor and Mrs. George Hall.

I was asked by the Halls to be one of the pastors that presided at Camilla’s funeral at St. John’s Church. No one could get into the funeral without an ID. Police were everywhere and warned us to “hit the floor” at a certain signal because they, almost irrationally, feared that the remaining SLA in the country would come and raise havoc.

The youth of those years, including Camilla Hall, were, by-and-large, wonderful, idealistic, visionary — and perhaps a bit naive. Some of them carried guns and some advocated violent action. I do not condone that. But it is still true that the violence they saw in our society and the ideals in which they believed gave rise to their frustration and their seeking change in any way they could.

There is a passage in Micah 6:8 which says: “what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God.” That was one of the visions which led the youth of the 60's and 70's. We could do far worse than have youth which such ideals today. I fear that many of those ideals have been removed from youth in both direct and not-so-direct ways. Too many youth today have little faith in the future, little hope for justice and peace. How sad that is.

Kathleen Soliah/Sara Jane Olson was one of those youth of the 60's and 70's who had a passion for justice. She may have done some things that were wrong. Maybe some would say she and her other comrades could have done things differently. But they were determined to be heard on behalf of the suffering “little ones” of whom Jesus said, “It would be better for you if a millstone were hung around your neck and you were thrown into the sea than for you to cause one of these little ones to stumble.”

It is not for me to judge the life of Sara Jane Olson/Kathleen Soliah. She has clearly contributed much to our world. She is one of the visionaries. May God bless her and all who judge her in the courts. As citizens pass judgment, may they also consider the judgment which should have been placed at the feet of those who led us in an unjust war, those who killed all the SLA young people, and those whose actions have snuffed out the flame of hope for justice, peace and reconciliation in our world. May we all continue to learn lessons from those who want so much for there to be peace and hope in this world. I say, welcome home, Sara Jane Olson. 
