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			Seventeen Koinonia children waiting for 

the school bus, mid-1950s. Courtesy of Conrad Browne
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		  For all the people who stand up for what they know is right.

		

	
		
			

		

		
			It is curious—curious that physical courage should be so common in the world and moral courage so rare.

			— Mark Twain
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			Prologue

			On a cool morning in early May, Greg Wittkamper got in his Subaru Outback and started up the gravel road leading from his house in the mountains of southern West Virginia. He was going to check his post office box in the nearest town, Sinks Grove, as he did almost every day. Mixed in with the usual bills and business correspondence was a letter he had never expected to see: an invitation to his high school reunion.

			High school had been the worst time of Greg’s life, his nightmare years. He wasn’t bullied so much as he was persecuted for his beliefs and those of his parents and of the singular religious community where they lived. Greg went to school in Americus, nine miles from Jimmy Carter’s hometown of Plains, in the cotton and peanut country of southwest Georgia. At the beginning of his senior year, he made a point of riding to class with three black students who were desegregating Americus High School, an institution that had been reserved for whites since its founding in the previous century. A mob assaulted them with rocks and curses in a scene reminiscent of the disorders that greeted the first black students at Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, and at so many other campuses across the South.

			What made this scene different was Greg’s presence. He was white. He didn’t have to risk his neck by accompanying the black students to school. He did it because he was raised that way. Greg had grown up in a Christian farming commune outside Americus called Koinonia (pronounced COY-no-NEE-ah, after the Greek word for fellowship). Koinonia is known today as the birthplace of one of America’s best-loved nonprofit organizations, Habitat for Humanity, but the farm was anything but loved during Greg’s childhood. Back then, it was notorious, resented, despised. Its residents believed in nonviolence, communal sharing, and interracial living, all of which set them against the reigning white culture of that time and place. For several years, the community was attacked and boycotted in a harbinger of the violence that awaited civil rights activists in the Deep South. Koinonia was a dangerous place to be from, especially if you also happened to be a student at a school being forced to desegregate—a student who actually supported that desegregation.

			The last time Greg had seen any of his classmates was graduation day, in the early summer of 1965, when his name was booed and hooted during the diploma ceremony. Now they were inviting him back to their fortieth reunion. He hadn’t lived in Georgia in decades. He wondered how they even knew where to find him.

			Greg leafed through the rest of his mail and noticed a familiar name on a return address: David Morgan. He tore open the letter.

			“I expect you will be quite surprised to hear from me,” it began. “If you remember me at all, it will likely be for unpleasant reasons.”

			Greg remembered him all right. While David hadn’t hurled insults or thrown a fist, he was part of the crowd of students that jeered as others harassed him during his three years at Americus High. They spat on him, ripped his books, tripped him on the stairs, pissed in his locker. A couple of guys even hit him in the face. Greg had heard about scapegoats in the Old Testament; he didn’t know he was going to become one.

			“Throughout the last 40-plus years,” the letter continued, “I have occasionally thought of you and those dark days you endured at our hands. As I matured, I became more and more ashamed, and wished that I had taken a different stand back then.”

			Greg stared at the paper and felt his throat tighten. He was nearing sixty now, his waist thicker, his beard showing patches of gray, and he was content with his life in West Virginia, where his real estate business was going well and he had recently remarried and had a young daughter to dote on. But some hurts never go away. In everyone’s memory, there’s something hidden, something dark, something no one wants to think about when the lights go out and sleep won’t come. For Greg, it was Americus High School. The most painful chapter of his back pages was pulling him into the past, whether he wanted to go or not.

			____________________

			In the fall of 1964, Greg was seventeen, a powerfully built young man who stood five foot nine and had strong, stubby hands that bore testament to hours spent working on the farm. He looked pretty much like the other guys at school. He wore his brown hair short, with a forelock that curled down from his widow’s peak like a comma, and had light blue eyes that twinkled when he smiled, giving his face an elfish aspect. Not that his classmates saw his lighter side. When he was around them, he kept to himself and didn’t speak any more than he had to. If the others had bothered to learn anything about him, they would have found out that he loved music and had saved up to buy an acoustic Gibson guitar, which he often used to pick out Joan Baez and Bob Dylan songs. Greg could see himself in Dylan’s lyrics about victims of social injustice and “warriors whose strength is not to fight,” and when he sang them, his soft, placid speaking voice turned raspy and uneasy, as if there were something in the tunes that touched a burr in his soul. None of his classmates had a clue about Greg. They didn’t know him, or want to. To them, he was a quiet oddball, a toxic carrier of abhorrent beliefs, a religious exotic philosophically committed to nonviolence in a world where guns and force were all too often the final arbiter. 
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			Greg Wittkamper in his senior portrait.

			

			Despite his pacifist beliefs, Greg could get angry. What he witnessed at the start of his senior year definitely made him angry.

			That fall, more than ten years after the Supreme Court outlawed segregation in public education, the local school board finally admitted a token number of blacks to Americus High. On the Friday before classes were to begin, the principal convened a special preterm assembly so he could prepare the student body for a passage that most of them considered unthinkable. It was the last act of a whites-only school. “We’re going to have some black students this year,” he announced. “You don’t have to be their friends. I just don’t want any violence.”

			The assembly chafed Greg. He thought the principal should have tried to explain that the world was changing whether they liked it or not and at least suggested that everyone be civil to the newcomers, even if they didn’t agree with them being at their school. Instead, he telegraphed to the students that he wasn’t all that pleased about desegregation himself. His lukewarm message seemed to give everyone tacit permission to be as nasty as they pleased, as long as they didn’t throw rocks or slug somebody or do something else that might hit the news and make Americus look bad.

			If no one else would welcome the black students, Greg would. He knew all four of them far better than he knew the white kids: David Bell, Robertiena Freeman, Dobbs Wiggins, Jewel Wise. He had socialized with them, dated some of their kin, joined most of them in civil rights protests. The plan was for the group to ride to class in a limousine provided by the county’s most prominent black-owned business, the Barnum Funeral Home. Greg asked to go along in a show of solidarity.

			On Monday, the first day of classes, only minor incidents were reported. The school board had not publicized the desegregation and was hoping for calm compliance. The strategy seemed to be working. By Tuesday, however, word had spread.

			Greg arrived at the funeral home early that morning and climbed into the back of the limousine with Jewel and Robertiena. Dobbs was in front riding shotgun. David wasn’t with them because his parents, fearing trouble, were holding him out of school for a few days. They were right to be concerned.

			As the car approached campus, the passengers could see dozens of people gathered outside the school along Bell Street. Through raised windows, they saw a blur of faces distorted in pink-cheeked anger and heard their shouts:

			“What are you doing here?”

			“Get back to your school.”

			“Go home, niggers!”

			Rocks and dirt clods struck the vehicle like antiaircraft flak. The incoming fire slacked off as the car turned into the campus and pulled up in front of the mobile home that had served as the administrative office since fire destroyed the main school building during the previous term. The Sumter County sheriff, Fred Chappell, a hulking man with bulging eyes and a history of animosity toward Koinonia and the civil rights movement, stood there waiting like a final barrier. He motioned for the car to keep moving, as if the people sitting inside were the ones disturbing the peace and not the mob that had surrounded them. Greg had been around the sheriff before, usually when he came out to the farm to respond to a drive-by shooting or some other act of violence, and he knew how intimidating the man could be. Chappell seemed especially menacing this morning because of an unfortunate coincidence. Greg had injured an eye in a farm accident and still suffered from occasional spells of double vision. To his horror, he looked out the window and saw two sheriffs scowling at the limousine.

			The driver defied Chappell’s gestures to keep moving and stopped the limo. The sheriff, his face flushed with irritation, jerked the front passenger door open and loomed above Dobbs. “Either get out now or get out of here!” he commanded.

			Dobbs hesitated. Greg opened a rear door and cut between him and the sheriff, who seemed startled to see a white boy pop out of the car.

			“This is it, Dobbs. We have to do it,” Greg said. He pointed him toward the administrative trailer as the first bell sounded.

			The black students reported to the principal’s office, where special plans were being made to get them into classes late and out early so there would be less opportunity for incidents. No such plans had been made for Greg. He drifted away to his homeroom to face months of spite and resentment on his own.

		____________________

		It all came back in vivid detail as Greg sat in his Subaru opening the mail, hundreds of miles and decades away from Georgia.

			There were other letters after David’s. One came from South Carolina, from Celia Harvey, whom Greg remembered as a cute, shy girl who had assiduously avoided him at school. “I’m writing this letter today to ask for your forgiveness,” she wrote. Another envelope came from Alabama, from Joseph Logan, who had been cocaptain of the Americus High football team. He had enclosed a four-hundred-word sketch about an assault on Greg that he had witnessed during their senior year. “I hope your reading it does not cause unpleasant memories about AHS,” he said in an accompanying note, “but I am sure it will.” The most anguished letter, postmarked in Florida, was from Deanie Dudley, one of the most popular girls in the senior class, the homecoming queen. Greg smiled at the thought of Deanie; he had nursed a secret crush on her in high school, something she’d have been mortified to know about at the time. Her apology was couched in religious terms and suggested a keen sense of guilt. “I will never again say, ‘How could the Holocaust have happened—how could all those Christian people in Poland and Germany have stood by and allowed it to happen?’ I was present with you over a long period of time, and I never once did one thing to comfort you or reach out to you. It was cruelty.”

			As Greg sat on the West Virginia roadside studying the neatly penned confession, a mixture of painful memories and pent-up feelings coursed through him, and he started to weep. “You won’t believe this,” he told his wife when he returned home. “Something wonderful is happening.”

			Later, when his emotions had ebbed, he began to have second thoughts. He wondered why his classmates had waited so long to say they were sorry. He wondered what had happened in their lives to change them. Had they really changed at all, or were they simply getting older and looking for easy absolution? What would he find if he went back to Americus, the scene of so much ugliness and unhappiness? Did he really want to look into those faces after all these years and risk reopening wounds that he thought had long since scabbed over?

			Could he be at peace with himself if he didn’t go back?

		

		
	
		
		  Part 1

			Koinonia

		

	
		
			chapter 1

			Farming for Jesus

			Greg Wittkamper was nearly six when he first saw Koinonia on a misty, unseasonably cool afternoon in the summer of 1953. He and his family had driven seven hundred miles from Louisiana to their new home in Georgia, and as they arrived at their destination, their meager possessions piled in a pickup truck and trailer, they looked like a clan of Okies fleeing the dust bowl. In a sense, they were refugees—refugees of conscience.

			Greg’s father, Will Wittkamper, was a minister who couldn’t keep a job. In a decade as a clergyman with the Disciples of Christ denomination, he had been booted out of every church he had pastored, mainly because of his stubborn insistence on counseling young men to resist military service. This was not conventional advice during World War II and the surge of patriotism that followed the great victory. He was only recommending what he had done himself more than twenty years before, during the First World War, when he was imprisoned for draft evasion.

			Despite his young age, Greg had already developed a sense of himself as a preacher’s son. Every Sunday morning, his mother would dress him and his older brother in matching brown suits and park them in a pew with their baby brother, where they would squirm and occasionally act up as their father warned the congregation of the man-made hell that came from not heeding God’s commandment to love thy neighbor. Greg was vaguely troubled by all the talk of war and hatred and hell, but he found it comforting that the man doing the talking was his daddy. When they passed the collection plate, he wondered why his family couldn’t pocket the money—after all, his father was the man in the pulpit. Now they were moving to a communal farm where there would be no collection plates. Their new home would be full of surprises.

			As Greg and his family turned into the dirt drive at Koinonia, children scurried out to greet them like a flock of ducklings, calling, “Here come the Wittkampers!” There seemed to be kids everywhere. Greg liked that; at least he was going to have plenty of playmates. It was the first day of July, a Wednesday afternoon, and the youngest Wittkamper son, David, was turning three. The community welcomed him with a birthday party and a freshly baked white coconut cake. Everyone seemed happy to see another family join the fold. Greg’s parents were just as pleased; after years of rejection, they felt like they were finally among kindred souls.

			For a boy like Greg, Koinonia looked as fun as an endless summer vacation. There were cows and pigs, tractors and trucks, wide-open pastures and wooded creek bottoms that begged to be explored. His Little Lord Fauntleroy days were behind him, as the matching brown suits went into a closet, rarely to be seen again. Now he was in a place where Huckleberry Finn would have felt at ease, a place where the grown-ups held their own worship services and didn’t seem to care whether their children came to Sunday school barefoot. “It felt like we had gone to another planet,” he said.

			The planet had its perils. As Greg got to know the commune’s children, he started hearing stories about run-ins between residents of the farm and some of the locals—things that had happened in church or in town. He was too young to comprehend where the tension came from, but he grasped its consequences as readily as a boy learns not to poke at a nest of rattlesnakes. Some people, it seemed, did not like Koinonia.

			____________________

			When the Wittkampers arrived, Koinonia was barely a decade old and beginning to come into its own as an experiment in Christian community. The farm occupied eleven hundred acres nine miles southwest of Americus, the seat of Sumter County, a history-haunted slice of the Peach State best known as the site of the infamous Andersonville prison camp, where nearly thirteen thousand Union soldiers died of illness, exposure, and starvation during the Civil War. At the heart of the property, facing Georgia Highway 49, sat a cluster of rustic cinder-block and frame buildings that might have passed for a World War II military encampment. About sixty people lived there—mostly ministers and missionaries, their spouses and children—in simple cottages and cramped apartments a short walk from the barns, cornfields, and henhouses where they earned their sustenance. The residents worked together, worshipped together, and ate together every day at noon when they were summoned by a clanging dinner bell. In essence, the Wittkampers were becoming part of a large, extended family of religious dissidents and principled misfits. 
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					The Wittkamper family shortly before they moved to Koinonia: 

(from left) Billy, Margaret, David, Greg, Will. Courtesy of Greg Wittkamper

			

			

			The leader of the fellowship, in fact if not title, was a Southern Baptist minister named Clarence Jordan. He had conceived the community and persuaded most of its members, including Will Wittkamper, to come. It was easy to fall under his sway. Clarence was an imposing fellow who stood six foot two and had a paunch that testified to his love of country cooking. He may have sounded like a typical Baptist preacher, with his down-home drawl and his endless repertoire of parables and Bible verses, usually dispensed with folksy charm and a sparkle in the eye, but this was no Main Street minister. He espoused radical ideas about some of the region’s defining verities, a nonconforming worldview that took shape when he was a boy. Greg liked him instantly and felt safe and enlivened in his presence.
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					Clarence Jordan. Courtesy of Leonard Jordan

			

			Clarence, as even the kids called him, came from a prominent family in Talbotton, a county seat in middle Georgia, where his father ran a bank and a general store. The Jordans (the name rhymes with burden, not the river in the Holy Land) had seven offspring, and Clarence, the middle child, was considered the contrary one. He read. He questioned. He argued. They called him Grump.

			His conscience awakened, he explained years later, because of a disparity that troubled him. At the Baptist church the Jordans attended, his Sunday school class sang about Jesus loving the little children of the world, “red and yellow, black and white,” but Clarence could see that black people weren’t precious in the eyes of most white folks. Walking to and from school every day, he passed the county prison camp, where inmates were shackled and put to work on a chain gang. “I stopped and made friends with them,” he recalled. “They were almost all of them black men, but they seemed more alive, more genuinely human, than the people I met in church.” One August night when he was twelve, Clarence heard one of the prisoners being whipped. “His agonizing groans woke me up. It nearly tore me to pieces.” Even more unsettling was the knowledge that the warden of the chain gang, the man doing the whipping, was a member of the church choir. During a revival that week, he had impressed everyone with his spirited singing of the hymn “Love Lifted Me.”

			As he neared the end of high school, Clarence considered becoming a lawyer so he could help secure justice for the downtrodden of the South. He changed his mind and enrolled in the agriculture school at the University of Georgia, hoping to improve conditions for the rural poor by promoting scientific farming methods. During his senior year, he decided that an ag degree wasn’t enough, that if he really wanted to better the world, he should become a minister. His understanding of what his faith demanded continued to deepen. Clarence had been training as a cavalry officer in the ROTC since he had begun college. Shortly after he graduated in 1933, he reported for summer camp and experienced an epiphany while he was perched atop a horse, sword in hand, poised to attack a formation of cardboard dummies. He couldn’t do it. He kept thinking about the fifth chapter of Matthew—“love your enemies”—and resigned his commission on the spot.

			That fall, Clarence entered the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky, and found his life’s calling as well as his life partner. He met Florence Kroeger, a blonde, blue-eyed businessman’s daughter, in the library where she was working and married her after completing his master’s degree. He took a job directing an inner-city ministry but stayed at the seminary for a doctorate, studying the New Testament in its original Greek so he could “get it fresh from the stream,” as he put it, and understand the source of his religion. One word seized his imagination: koinonia. It appears in the scriptures twenty times and translates into English as a communion or a fellowship (which is why a smattering of churches use koinonia in their names). In the second chapter of the book of Acts, the word is used to describe a community of early Christians who sold their possessions, shared their resources, and lived together in unity. That’s what Clarence wanted. He fixed on the idea of forming a koinonia in the rural South where a band of believers could set an example for cooperative living, racial harmony, and better agricultural practices.

			While he was finishing graduate school, Clarence befriended a minister from South Carolina who was thinking along the same lines. Martin England was back from Burma, where he had been serving as a Baptist missionary with his wife, Mabel, until the outbreak of World War II forced them to leave. He and Clarence talked about forming a koinonia for months and began scouting rural properties in central Alabama, where the demographics and history seemed fertile for their venture. They weren’t far into the search when one of Clarence’s brothers turned their attention to Sumter County, Georgia, sixty miles south of Talbotton, where he knew of a farm available for the reasonable price of $8,000. Clarence and Martin inspected the place and loved it. As they were beginning to raise funds, a contractor from Louisville who had supported Clarence’s mission work handed them a $2,500 check for the down payment. No one seemed to mind that the money came from profits the benefactor had earned building facilities for the US Army.

			The two ministers moved onto the property in November 1942, leaving their wives and young children behind for a time as they formally established Koinonia Farm. They had their hands full; the place was practically derelict. About a fourth of the gently rolling terrain was taken up by worn-out cotton fields that were deeply rutted, the topsoil eroded in places to hard red clay. The rest was pasture, scrubby pine woods, and swampy bottomland. Fences were down. Equipment was in disrepair. The barn was falling in. There were three tenant shacks and a farmhouse that was barely habitable. The men moved into a back room and started breaking ground for a winter garden. Once, when their mule team escaped the barn, they took turns hitching themselves to a plow. “I believe I’ll make a better farmer than mule,” Clarence wrote his wife. When Florence came with their two children the following spring, she could see that their new life in Georgia was going to be challenging. “I mean, it was a sorry place,” she said. “There was no running water—really primitive. But it had potential.”

			The newcomers got busy. They repaired fences and terraced the fields. They planted peanuts and grain and set out fruit and nut trees. They managed to find building materials in the midst of wartime rationing and constructed new housing. They pooled their finances and instituted a communal system. After a couple of years, the Englands were recalled to missionary service overseas, but others heard about Koinonia and came to take their place: several college students, a conscientious objector, a minister and his family. Before long, there were a dozen people living on the farm.

			One of the families who arrived during the late 1940s grew particularly close to the Wittkampers later: Conrad and Ora Browne and their children. Con was a midwesterner and had been a conscientious objector like Will, but in World War II, when he was forced to participate in risky military tests exposing him to diseases and exploring how much cold a person could endure. He went to divinity school at the University of Chicago and was a recently ordained Baptist minister when he heard Clarence speak at a conference. Utterly captivated, he persuaded his wife, a nurse, to give Koinonia a try, even though neither of them knew the first thing about farming. “I was a real tenderfoot, slight and bespectacled, with no upper-body strength,” Con said. “I’d barely cut a lawn. I’m sure Clarence heaved a sigh of relief when we came.” 

			Unlike some religious communities, Koinonia never intended to cloister itself from the outside world. Clarence envisioned it as a rural cousin of the urban ministries he knew, reaching out to improve the lives of its neighbors materially and spiritually. To that end, he introduced himself to area farmers and learned from them as he imparted modern methods from the agriculture school. He organized classes on fertilizer and soil conservation. The community started a “cow library,” in which poor families could borrow a cow, return her when she was milked out, and then borrow another one. There was a vacation Bible school for children and Bible studies and hymn singings for adults.

			The most successful outreach program was the farm’s egg and poultry business. Clarence noticed that hens in southwest Georgia didn’t produce many eggs, so he researched the matter and introduced another breed that could tolerate the heat better. Other farmers started keeping hens, and Koinonia sold their eggs in a cooperative marketing arrangement that Con took charge of. The enterprise landed Clarence on the cover of  The Southeastern Poultryman magazine—a minister with a different kind of flock.

			Funny thing about those eggs: they came in cartons with a logo that showed two hands—one white, one black—clasping in friendship. In segregated Sumter County, that raised a few eyebrows.

			____________________

			Clarence Jordan liked to call Koinonia “a demonstration plot for the kingdom.” As long as he was demonstrating something that had to do with farming, people around Americus usually didn’t object to the communal outlier in their midst. But Clarence’s vision was much broader than agriculture. He wanted the fellowship to exemplify Christian brotherhood, to light a candle in a darkened room, and he knew very well that doing so might antagonize some of their neighbors. “It scared the devil out of us to think of going against southern traditions,” he admitted. “White men could disappear as easily as blacks. But were we going to be obedient or disobedient?”

			The tension between conviction and custom materialized early on when Koinonia hired a black man to help work the farm. Rather than make him eat by himself on the back stoop, as most people in rural Georgia would have done, he was welcomed to take his midday meal with the others. After word got around that the new people were mixing races at the dining table, a group of men stopped by to explain the way things worked in their part of the world.

			“We’re from the Ku Klux Klan,” their leader told Clarence, “and we’re here to tell you we don’t allow the sun to set on anybody who eats with niggers.”

			Clarence thought a minute and then broke into a grin. “I’m a Baptist preacher and I just graduated from the Southern Baptist seminary. I’ve heard about people who had power over the sun, but I never hoped to meet one.”

			The men went away scratching their heads. Other matters weren’t as easily defused with humor.

			Koinonia noticed that the county didn’t provide school buses for black children during the war, so the community used some of its gas rationing stamps to transport them to classes. That didn’t sit well with local farmers who wanted young blacks to work their fields, not hold down school desks. One man was so exasperated that he wrote a letter to Clarence’s father in Talbotton, informing him that his son was stirring things up. Mr. Jordan was elderly and infirm, and Clarence was so riled by the intrusion that he drove to town and confronted the letter writer. “I try to follow Jesus, and he has taught me to love my enemies, but I don’t see how I can do that in this case,” Clarence told him. If he ever bothered his father again, he warned, “I’ll just have to ask Jesus to excuse me for about fifteen minutes while I beat the hell out of you.”

			The threat of fisticuffs swung both ways. Around the time Clarence was raising his hackles, a friend of his from the Baptist Student Union at the university, D. B. Nicholson, wrote Mr. Jordan about the reception his son was getting in Sumter County. While many appreciated his efforts to improve agriculture, they also felt he was “trying to go too fast in bucking the traditions of the community.” Nicholson said the Jordans had already been snubbed by not being invited to a barbecue that everyone else had been invited to. He knew of one school board member who refused to speak with Clarence because he was afraid he might lose his temper and take a swing at him.

			The most hurtful confrontation between Koinonia and its neighbors came, inevitably, in a house of God. Soon after they moved to Sumter County, the Jordans became members of a small church on the road to Americus, Rehoboth Baptist. Florence led a Sunday school class while Clarence sometimes preached or led songs. Others from the farm joined the choir, and a young couple got married there.

			As Koinonia’s views on race and pacifism became more widely known, some church members began to resent people from the commune. A group of deacons finally asked them to stop coming. They ignored the request and kept showing up. The incident that caused the final rift was almost comical. One Sunday morning in 1950, Con Browne went to church with a college student who was visiting from India and wanted to witness a Protestant worship service. Members took one look at his dark skin and thought Koinonia was trying to integrate their church. A delegation promptly visited the farm and told Clarence and the others not to return. Then a letter arrived announcing a congregational meeting to decide whether to strike them from the membership rolls. The resolution, which charged Koinonia with “advocating views and practices contrary to other members,” passed by a wide margin—although not without some angst. Florence Jordan, who attended the meeting, heard weeping in the pews.

			One of the deacons came to see Clarence after the vote to confess that he felt awful about what had happened. As Clarence told the story, the deacon couldn’t sleep and kept imagining a choir singing “Were You There When They Crucified My Lord?” “Brother Jordan, I was there,” he said. “And worse than that, I was helping do it.” He asked for forgiveness.

			Clarence extended his hand. “Man, I grew up in this section. I know how people feel about it. I forgave you before it ever happened.”

			When the deacon asked whether God would forgive him, Clarence said he didn’t know, that was between him and his maker. It was the first encounter in a pattern that would become familiar in the coming years: people expressing sympathy for Koinonia in private but lacking the courage to say anything in public.

			____________________

			Will Wittkamper was twenty years older than Clarence Jordan and came from a different part of the country and a different religious background. But he had traveled a similar spiritual path—albeit his was rockier—and it was that like-mindedness that eventually drew the two together and led Greg and his family to Georgia.

			Will had been a pacifist since he grew up on a farm in the flat corn country of central Indiana. He was in his midtwenties when the United States entered the First World War and his draft notice came. After he refused to report for induction, the sheriff found him in a field cutting oats and arrested him. Will expected to die in prison or be executed and asked the authorities to make sure his body was returned home. The local newspaper, the Tipton Times, interviewed the detainee and pronounced him “mentally off on religious matters.” Will did little to dispel the notion. “I have always been a queer fellow, a freak and perhaps a fool for what I have done,” he told the reporter. “I am sorry but my religion stands above all to me.”

			Will was taken to Camp Taylor in Kentucky and put to work busting rocks into gravel with a sledgehammer. Released after the war, he returned to Indiana and enrolled at Butler University and then continued his studies at a Disciples of Christ seminary in Indianapolis. He lived with his parents for years after college, helping to run the farm, preaching and teaching school on the side. He left for a time, during the early days of the Depression, to join a religious community that was trying to get off the ground in Colorado, but a bank foreclosed on the land and the effort failed. Will didn’t have much use for capitalism after that. He was well into his forties when he departed home for good, in 1938, to become pastor of a Disciples church near El Paso, Texas.

			It was there that he met his wife, Margaret Gregory, a Methodist missionary assigned to a community house ministering to Mexicans on the Texas side of the border. She came from Norfolk, Virginia, where she had sold Avon products and took other jobs to help support her seamstress mother and her four brothers after her father died. Like Will, she felt a spiritual calling at an early age and held similar convictions about war and brotherhood. Once, when she was attending Ferrum College in Virginia, she asked her mother whether she could bring a young woman home for semester break. Mrs. Gregory was alarmed when the friend turned out to be a light-skinned black woman.

			Margaret belonged to the Fellowship of Reconciliation, an interfaith peace organization that grew out of the Great War. When she was sent to El Paso, an acquaintance who also knew Will through the FOR suggested that he look her up. Will had never pursued the opposite sex much—by his own admission, he was a fifty-year-old virgin—but he introduced himself, and they began courting.

			As a couple, they seemed like a pair of mismatched socks. Margaret was bright and bubbly, a diminutive dishwater blonde who loved children and was partial to cosmetics. Will was a wiry bantam who stood five foot seven and could be rather stern and humorless about his faith. When he heard that Margaret was volunteering at a USO club, he let her know that he didn’t like the idea of her hanging out with soldiers and sailors, not so much because they were young men bursting with testosterone, but because of what their uniforms signified. He didn’t like her wearing makeup either. Their biggest difference was their age. Will was twenty-two years older than Margaret. He was born in the previous century, before radio, movies, or automobiles, and vividly remembered the first time he had seen an electric light. Mrs. Gregory was displeased that her daughter was getting involved with a man old enough to be her father, a man only a year younger than she was, and in truth, it bothered Margaret as well. But she was so taken with Will’s piety and intelligence—and his impressive crown of wavy black hair—that she gradually fell in love.

			They married in 1943 and stayed in El Paso, both of them working and living at the Mexican community house. Their first son, Billy, came two years later. Greg, their second, named for his mother’s family, arrived in 1947 when they had moved on to lead a Disciples church in Las Animas, Colorado. A third boy, David, came three years later during another pastorate in Gallup, New Mexico. While Will’s fundamentalist preaching made a fine initial impression on each congregation, he was always asked to leave. Many of the men in the pews were veterans, and they weren’t comfortable with a minister who considered military service morally questionable. Sometimes Margaret heard rumors that she and Will might be Communists.

			Their last church was in DeQuincy, Louisiana, a small town near the Texas line. It was the first time they had lived in the South, and they liked much about it, especially the friendliness of the people and the open expression of religious faith. This time, Will and Margaret committed a new affront by inviting a mixed-race family—a family of “redbones,” in the local parlance—to church. Again, acceptance curdled into opposition, and the preacher was given notice.

			By 1953, the Wittkampers were weary of disapproving parishioners and fleeting pastorates. Will was sixty and wanted to settle down. Longing for an alternative way of life, he thought back to the commune that didn’t work out in Colorado during the Depression. He started asking around and heard from a friend about a Christian community in southwest Georgia where property was held in common and everyone believed in nonviolence and the equality of all God’s children. Will began corresponding with Clarence and went to visit Koinonia for a week. When he returned to his family in Louisiana, Greg saw him walking back from the bus station, fairly skipping as he sang out, “We’re moving! We’re moving!”

			Margaret was less enthusiastic. She was a city girl, not a farm boy like Will. More importantly, as a southerner, she knew that their open-mindedness about race would go over no better in Georgia than it had in Louisiana. But she wanted her husband to be happy, and after he promised that he would plant her an abundance of strawberries, which she loved, she started packing. She figured they might stay for a couple of years.

			____________________

			It didn’t take long for the Wittkampers to feel the sting of local enmity toward the commune. Soon after their arrival, the family ventured into the Disciples of Christ church in Americus for Sunday worship services. “We were greeted warmly until they found out we were from Koinonia,” Margaret said. Once they were outed, the reception turned chilly. The family did not return.

			Will and Margaret were used to it. For most of their married life, they had been rejected because of their beliefs about race, war, and capitalism. At least they didn’t have to bear it alone now; they were among friends. Unwelcome in local congregations, Koinonia was its own church. While there was no sanctuary as such, the fellowship held daily Bible studies and weekly worship services and Sunday schools in the dining hall, under the trees, or sometimes in a barn. The gatherings were as casual as a picnic. People dressed as they pleased and listened as Will explained some passage from the New Testament, or Con read from Kahlil Gibran’s The Prophet, or Clarence recast a parable in modern terms, turning King Herod into the governor of Georgia or the Good Samaritan into a kindhearted black man who helps a white traveler who has been mugged on the highway. Preachers and laypeople alike were free to speak; occasionally someone held forth on a nonreligious topic, like how to repair a toaster. All in all, Greg found these gatherings easier to sit through than his father’s old sermons.

			Despite the occasional unpleasant encounters with outsiders, the Wittkampers quickly grew to love Koinonia. Margaret enjoyed the children and the exuberant sense of togetherness—although she would have appreciated a few more creature comforts. For a time, the seating in the dining hall consisted of metal-rimmed barrels that left a circular impression on the posterior. She didn’t think Christianity should be a pain in the ass. The seating was eventually upgraded, barely, with revamped apple crates.

			The Spartan living conditions suited her husband just fine. Will saw Koinonia as the perfect setting to practice his austere, back-to-the-earth religion and to instill old-fashioned values in their sons. The family settled into an apartment on the second floor of the community center, quarters that Will thought were a little too cushy because they had hot and cold running water. They fell into step with communal life, which seemed to revolve around a series of endless meetings to determine everything from shopping lists to work assignments. Will tended the farm’s vegetable garden and headed the trash detail, while his wife helped take care of the children whose parents were toiling in the fields and the chicken houses. Two of the Wittkamper boys would be attending elementary school in the fall. If Margaret thought the people at church had been unfriendly, they were nothing compared to what awaited Greg and Billy in the classrooms of Sumter County.

		

	
		
			chapter 2

			“We Made Our Reality”

			A couple of months after the Wittkampers moved to Koinonia, Greg started first grade at Thalean Elementary School, three miles away on the road to Americus. It was a small country school in a huddle of frame buildings with little more than a hundred students, many of them from poor farm families. During his first weeks there, Greg noticed something about his new classmates: none of them were black.

			The question of educating their sons and daughters posed a philosophical dilemma for parents at Koinonia. They considered homeschooling but decided against it because they were too busy working fields and tending chickens to run a classroom. Their only option was the public schools of Sumter County, which were as segregated as any in the South. “This causes us much uneasiness,” Clarence wrote, “but thus far we have been unable, with our meager resources of money and personnel, to set up our own school system.”

			In his first months at Koinonia, Greg had become accustomed to seeing black people working on the farm and to sitting with them at the midday communal meal. He played with their children and wondered, once school started, where they went on weekdays. He began to notice some of them in the morning waiting for a bus—not the one he took, but another one with dark fenders indicating that it was for black children. Their bus headed down a dirt road to another school, while his took the highway to Thalean.

			Beginning first grade was a difficult adjustment for Greg. He had never attended kindergarten and knew the ABC’s only as the lyrics of the familiar children’s song. Spending his days in a social environment that was so divergent from the one at the commune only added to his sense of dislocation. “I felt different the first day I walked into school,” he said.

			When he went into Americus with his family or others from Koinonia, Greg felt a bit different there as well. The “Garden Spot of Dixie,” as Americus called itself in the 1950s, was a classic cotton-belt town of eleven thousand that could have sprung from the pages of a Faulkner novel. A stone Rebel stood guard at the county courthouse, looking out at a central business district lined with handsome old brick storefronts and dominated by the Windsor Hotel, a fantastic castle-like relic of the 1890s. The principal cross streets were named for Confederate generals—Lee, Jackson, Forrest—and led south to a shady historic quarter of churches and stately columned homes built decades before with cotton money. On the other side of town, where most of the black population lived, half the streets were red clay and many of the houses were tin-roofed shacks like the ones out in the country.

			For the people of Koinonia, Americus was a convenient place to buy groceries and farm supplies, pleasant enough to visit as long as they didn’t look too closely at the signs demarcating the racial lines. Greg first noticed one at the Dairy Queen on US 19, where the farm’s children were sometimes allowed to splurge with a soft-serve ice-cream cone. The water fountains were marked “white” and “colored,” like most water fountains in public places in the South. Greg knew what that meant from an early age and understood that it represented a different way of thinking from Koinonia’s. Between the signs in town and the faces at school, he was beginning to realize that he lived in a sheltered community that stood apart, an island in a rough sea.

			____________________

			It was a strange place to grow up.

			Being a child at Koinonia in the 1950s was like being part of an exotic tribe. And the tribe was growing; it was the baby boom era, and one of Koinonia’s main crops was children. Of the sixty or so people who lived there when Greg’s family came, more than a third were youngsters ranging in age from diapers to high school. The Wittkampers added another one in 1954 when their fourth son, Danny, was born. 
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					Watermelon time at Koinonia, mid-1950s. Courtesy of Leonard Jordan

			

			There were a dozen families in the commune—Nelsons, Eustices, Atkinsons, and more—but the heart of the fellowship, the ones who stayed the longest and twined their lives with the Wittkampers, were the Brownes and the Jordans. Both families had four children at the time, the same as Greg’s, and several were close to his age and went through school together. Con Browne and Clarence Jordan were a generation younger than Will Wittkamper; Greg came to see them as surrogate fathers, people he could confide in and come to with questions. It was Connie, as Greg called him, not his own father, who explained the birds and the bees to him.

			Like most farm children, the Koinonia kids were expected to work before and after school. They milked cows, hoed peanuts, collected eggs, moved irrigation pipes. Greg started out washing dishes in the community kitchen and then helped his father in the garden, watching as he puttered along behind a wheelbarrow happily reciting scripture to himself. 

			Looking back years later, the children of Koinonia usually recalled their upbringings fondly, describing life on the farm as a pastoral idyll, notwithstanding the sweaty toil and the gnats and mosquitoes. What they didn’t remember as fondly was the sense that they might be in enemy territory whenever they left the property, that they had to watch themselves at school or in town. “It was like we had two faces: one for the farm and one for the outside world,” recalled Carol Browne, Con and Ora’s second child.
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					Greg the farm boy. Courtesy of Greg Wittkamper 

				

			One of the strangest parts of growing up at Koinonia was the near absence of money. Members were expected to dispose of their resources before joining the commune, and once part of it, they rarely handled currency unless they were buying supplies or selling farm products. One of the few times the children saw cash was when they visited a nearby country store and were each given a quarter to buy an RC Cola and a Moon Pie. At Christmas, they received one gift worth no more than $10 and spent hours agonizing over the choices in the Sears Wish Book catalog. One year Greg selected a cheap radio, which he used to discover Little Richard and the rousing new world of rock ’n’ roll. Buying records was out of the question; there was no budget for such frivolities.
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