
1 
 

 
 
 

Ethan 
“Every man is guilty of all the good he did not do.”  

-Voltaire 
 
 

I learned everything I needed to know about jingoism from this kid in my homeroom, 
Ethan Filler. I never talked to him much in high school. Ethan was a really nice kid, smelled like 
absolute shit all the time and never washed his hair, but nice. Not a loud spoken individual, an 
easy going, friendly, cheesy kid who, even through tormented nostrils, could make you laugh. I 
cannot say much about him other than he was clearly mentally ill, a form of autism maybe. But I 
don't know. All I know is he sat four chairs to the right of me and if you gave him a chance, he 
could make you crack up. He’d have to lift his head above a stack of comic books to do it, but he 
could. He was the reason I could not get through homeroom without wanting to punch Mr. C109 
in the face. And he is the reason I sit down when everyone else stands up. 

Homeroom is pretty monotonous. Before the announcements start there is a brief period 
of conversation and friendship among those who share room C109 from 7:30-7:42 every 
morning. I talk about how David Ortiz can never be replaced as the greatest all time DH in 
history with Eric, who sits in the back corner. I complain about chemistry with Fiona, even 
though she is in a level above mine and still manages to pull grades better than Ortiz could pull a 
fastball past the Pesky Pole. But most of the time I sit in silence, with my headphones in, 
listening to that one Gil-Scott Heron song, “morning” (an early day ritual of mine), trying not to 
look half dead despite the fifty-pound weights under my eyelids. 

At 7:35 the second bell rings and announcements go off. My headphones are still in and 
my eyes are glued to my phone. The announcements begin with, “We will now stand for the 
pledge to the flag”, followed by chairs being pushed in and twenty some students standing, 
slouching, to hear a half-asleep voice recite a pledge we have heard since grade school. I stand, 
still staring at my phone. Fiona Stands. Eric stands. Mr. C09 proudly stands as if it were him who 
guided Thomas Jefferson’s hand in delicately telling King George III to shove it up his ass. 
Ethan does not stand. Ethan remained seated, submerged in his comics. He knew something the 
rest of us did not bother to process at 7:40 AM. The pledge begins with those explosive words, “I 
Pledge Allegiance to the Flag”. I do not think anyone cared to recognize the brief act of dissent 
taking place. Not until Mr. C109, in all his glory, recalling how great it felt to touch Thomas 
Jefferson’s hand and caress his long white wig, belts across the room and starts wailing at the 
docile soul, quietly sitting with his comic books four seats to my right.  

“Please stand, Ethan!” At first, I barely register how angry Mr. C109 is.  
“Of the United States of America…” The announcements continue, the speaker is already 

bored with himself and the voice echoing from the PA system folds into the background. 
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“Get up now! You are being extremely disrespectful!” Mr. C109’s voice kept increasing 
in volume and a great nuclear shock overcame him when Ethan refused to concede.  

“This is my classroom! Stand up and pledge allegiance! This is unacceptable, do you 
know how many people died for that flag? How many people gave their lives?!” Mr. C109’s 
voice strained under the tremendous weight of his imagined indignation.  

“And to the Republic for which it stands…” The voice over the PA continued without 
anyone noticing anything else but the screaming.  

I had never thought of or known Mr. C109 to be an angry or malicious guy. By all means 
I liked him and he seemed nice enough. It was almost like something switched on in his mind 
triggering the command, “ATTACK!” 

“one Nation under God…” 
“Why don't you say anything? JUST STAND UP!” The screaming met two, brave, 

courageous eyes and silence. A defiant silence, a revolutionary silence.  Every Time there was a 
pause in the screaming Ethan’s silence overpowered anything Mr. C109 could say or do. Every 
soundless pause made Ethan grow a foot in height and Mr. C109 shrink, until he could not even 
be heard. 

“indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.” 
He was shouting at a kid who could not emotionally defend himself because his brain 

was not gifted with the tools to do so. But Mr. C109 doesn't care, he just wants to show everyone 
how big he is, how patriotic he is. How powerful he is, that he could get a 16-year-old kid to 
submit by coercing him with violent clamoring. He did not realize how much he failed until he 
had nothing else to scream about and the silence took hold of him and spread around the room 
like the calm, sweet, morning dew decorates the glass windows looking out on Van Dyke street. 
Ethan says nothing, I say nothing, Fiona says nothing, Eric says nothing. The whole room is 
silent. A low hanging, deplorable, reprehensible silence. The kind of silence you feel at a funeral, 
or starring out your car window, rubbernecking an auto accident. You feel like there is nothing 
you can do because you are behind the glass of your comfy Toyota corolla, blasting the heat, 
wanting to turn back on the music and head to where you need to go.  

The first period bell goes off and we leave the room. We all carry fear and 
embarrassment as the door to room C109 closes behind us. Mr. C109 carries the man’s fist deep 
up his ass, clenching his colon. We carry shame for ourselves, for recognizing evil and not 
fighting back. But mostly we carry confusion. Confusion because we did not know why Ethan 
refused to stand and for how Mr. C109 could get so upset over something so seemingly 
insignificant. Lastly, confusion for why we could not find it in ourselves to speak up. Thinking 
back on this moment I am reminded of James Baldwin’s message of indominable resistance to 
oppression in his Notes of a Native Son, “that one must never, in one’s own life, accept … 
injustices as commonplace, but must fight them with all one’s strength. This fight begins, 
however, in the heart” (Baldwin, 64). 

Ethan never stood for the pledge again. I stood until I realized how much that meant. 
Until I realized Ethan was sitting for me when I was too naive to stand up for myself. Ethan was 
sitting for all of us. He was sitting for Tamir Rice, Freddie Gray, Dontay Ivy and countless other 
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innocent black children murdered by police.  He sat for the children in Afghanistan and Syria, 
whose lives were determined by the benevolence of metal birds that darted through the desert 
sky. For every wage laborer on strike for better pay and benefits and every vet on the street, 
-often mangled and hopeless with their carboard signs. In defiance of laws saying who you could 
love and how much you could love them. In room C109 I contracted Baldwins metaphorical 
disease with its “unfailing symptoms” (Baldwin, 51).  It is the disease of consciousness, which 
Ethan gifted me. “Once this disease is contracted, one can never be really carefree again, for the 
fever, without an instant’s warning, can recur at any moment” (Baldwin, 51).  

It is easy to point out hate. It is hard to recognize our silence is implicit in the success of 
oppression. I imagine it was an effortless decision to lock up Hermann Goering and Rudolf Hess 
at Nuremberg. Their actions were explicit and direct. But what off the millions who kept quiet as 
shops were torched, houses were raided and humans slaughtered in mass? How easily they 
watched and how profusely they ignored. So why weren't they at Nuremberg? Where was their 
noose?  

Ethan is my hero; he will always be my hero. It was the bottom on the ninth with two 
men on and three runs to win and Ethan looked straight into the eyes of defeat and made that ball 
fly deep into right way past the Pesky Pole way out a sight. I should have sat down with Ethan. 
But instead room C109 stood atop a wood frame on the outskirts of that German City looking 
down at the trap door that would open and leave our bodies suspended in the air as the rope 
snapped our necks back.  

It took me a long time after that moment to begin to understand why such a seemingly 
small political confession could make someone so furious. Mr. C109 is not a Nazi and we do not 
live in the third Reich, but the only way to make the rise of the third Reich and its aftermath 
meaningful to future generations is through analogies. And as politicians refuse to make those 
comparisons relevant concerning our current state of affairs, they forbid our opportunity to, as 
holocaust historian Timothy D Snider said, “anticipate and resist.” I was too afraid to sit down 
and declare what I stood for. Now I am older and a little wiser. Wise enough to know I will not 
be silent in the face of oppression and I will not back down from a bully.  Wise enough to know 
my silence is tacit in the prevalence of people like Mr. C109 and so long as there are people who 
dare try and put down others with hate and ignorance, I will not be silent. 
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