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  TO

  CRAWFORD WHEELER LORITTS SR. (1914–1995)

  AND

  SYLVIA GRAY LORITTS (1922–1997)

  My Pop-Pop and Nana, who endured Jim Crow with pride
and dignity, and received much grace to overcome.






FOREWORD
CHARLIE DATES



His name is Orenthal James Simpson. You know him as ‘The Juice.’”

These were the opening words to the first sermon I ever heard Bryan Loritts preach. I was a senior at the University of Illinois attending an IMPACT Conference over winter break. His sermon that day was titled “Standing in Babylon.” In an exposition from the book of Daniel, Loritts aimed to help us discern how to live for God in an idol-rich culture hell-bent against the ethics of the gospel. He wanted us to stand in Babylon. That was some twenty years ago, but if you were to press me right now, I could preach more than half of that sermon from memory.

I remember it so well because Bryan is a stellar storyteller. Almost effortlessly, he turned our ears into eyes. The other, more meaningful reason I remember it is that the story he told that day had meaning attached.

So many stories are told today . . . with so little meaning attached to them. You can find them a dime a dozen in political stump speeches and sermons alike. What a tragedy it is to listen to a speaker and feel no real application—to listen to a message with no real transformative impact from the narratives they tell. I sometimes feel that way when listening to some of our popular comedians. Their stories are engaging and hilarious, but unlike Richard Pryor or Dave Chappelle, their comedic narratives carry no further significance. They leave us with no lasting impulse for change.

We need more stories with meaning, more timely anecdotes that help us interpret life. We need a fresh telling of relevant incidents that carry significance for today. What’s more: our world is better when these narratives are true and historical.

If you feel my particular burden, we need these historical narratives from the experience of African American Christ-followers. After all, we have come over a way that with tears has been watered, treading our path through the blood of the slaughtered. The intersection of faith with the unique African American story is perhaps the most timely message for America today. It’s not just a story that we read, but a story that reads us.

This is the kind of book you will want to offer to your children in years to come. Do that. Bequeath this to the next generation—not because history will repeat itself, but because the future has a way of harmonizing with the past. And I think that’s how faith grows.










INTRODUCTION
CUL-DE-SACS



Some years ago, my family—that’s my wife, Korie, our boys, and me—packed up our things and headed out to Arizona to spend Thanksgiving with Korie’s relatives. A few days in, my wife thought it would be great to take us on a tour of her old stomping grounds. When we told our sons what we would be up to for the next several hours, the look on their faces said, “Anything but this.”

Off we went. We pulled into the apartment complex where Korie spent her preschool years. She pointed to a patch of grass in the middle of the buildings which once had swing sets and seesaws. As she shared her memories, I could almost see Korie holding court among her girlfriends on the playground. We could hear the laughter as she told stories about her adventures on the swing set. And I could see her mother standing on the balcony of their apartment, telling Korie it was time to come in for dinner.

Next was the Catholic church her family attended on major holidays. A few miles down the road was the home they eventually settled into, but not for long. Korie didn’t look at the front yard of the home at the end of the cul-de-sac the way she looked at the playground in the apartment complex. This grassy area was filled with painful memories, like the day her family split apart, sending Korie and her mom one way and her dad and sister another. It felt like we were at a funeral.

Then there was the all-girls Catholic high school Korie attended. We tried to pull into the parking lot, but the gate was closed, so we could only peer at the complex through the fence. Korie talked about the place as if she was telling a story about someone else’s life—distant, detached. My wife is half Mexican and half Irish, and this was the school where the wealthy people from Scottsdale (or “Snottsdale,” as some call it) sent their kids. Korie did not come from money; she was only able to attend because she earned a need-based scholarship. Once enrolled, Korie learned the school’s harsh social dynamics: her Mexican features excluded her from some people, but the fact she was raised by her Irish mother meant she did not speak Spanish, which put her on the outs with other Latinas. After a few moments of silence, we piled back in the car. Korie wanted to make one more stop.

By this time, we were all starving and more than pleased when my wife guided the car into a little Mexican joint that must have been built somewhere around the year we were sending soldiers off to fight in Vietnam. The sign reminded me of those old Las Vegas hotel and casino signs, announcing to all who drove by that Frank Sinatra and the Rat Pack would be in concert that evening. The whole vibe of the place had me rubbing my hands together in excitement over what I just knew would be some of the best, most authentic Mexican food I had ever eaten.

Wrong. The food was awful, like, really, really bad. You know the food is bad when your young adult sons, who do not discriminate when it comes to food, say it’s bad. Korie smiled and agreed. But then she told us that this was the spot her family would visit every Friday night for dinner. This was before the big breakup on the lawn of the house at the end of the cul-de-sac. This was when times were good, and all was right in her home.

What she was really eating wasn’t the bad tortilla, but the laughter of family together for their weekly ritual. This was before the big late-night arguments, before she started finding either of her parents passed out from another episode of drinking. She wanted to end the day on a good note, conjuring up great memories. For us, the place was just bad food; to Korie, it was great memories.

“Can we please go home now?” one of our kids begged. Honestly, I kind of got where he was coming from. We had spent the last six hours crammed in a little rental car visiting places we had never seen before, which seemed to have had no bearing on our lives. And if I can keep it a buck with you: this was November in Arizona. The weather was amazing, and I love golf. Do you know how many courses we passed during our jaunt down memory lane? It did cross my mind more than a few times to just hurry Korie along so I could get nine holes in. But I didn’t.

The Mexican food spot was our last stop, thankfully, but I felt as if I needed to say something to my exasperated son. I affirmed his feelings, agreeing that we had spent a lot of time visiting places and hearing stories that seemed to have nothing to do with us. But I told him that since Mom is family, her history is our history. I pointed out that the highs and lows of her experiences as a biracial woman in high school shaped her into the compassionate yet fierce mother of triracial children today, who would advocate on their behalf and stand up to anyone she remotely felt had slighted them. “Where did that come from?” I asked. “It came right from her experiences at the all-girls high school.”

He also needed to know how his mother used to work for a prominent news station, but chose to quit when she became pregnant with him so that she could attend every event in his life. She never wanted him to know the pain of looking around and seeing everyone’s parents show up for the school spelling bee except for his—a pain she was well acquainted with once her parents went their separate ways.

Oh, and while I was at it (I was on a roll now), I felt he should know the reason his mom and I were still married, even though we had been through very tough times. Why? Because of her fierce determination to never let her children experience the ever-present ache of divorce, the ache which seeped into her nine-year-old heart as she waved a tearful goodbye to her dad and sister.

I wish I could tell you that our boys instantly went from exasperation to jubilation over what I shared, but that’s not what happened. At most they grunted, “Oh, okay,” put their earbuds in, and listened to some music. Still, I’d like to believe those six hours of history connected our kids more to their mom. I know they did for me.


COLORBLINDNESS AND THE QUESTION OF BLACK HISTORY

I’d also like to believe there will come a day when my sons will find themselves in the passenger seat of a rental car as their wife takes them around her old stomping grounds, conjuring up pleasant and tear-filled memories of her past. Hopefully, they will be more empathetic. I hope they will come to see the vital role history plays in human connection.

We each come with a story, and there is no way we can have a substantive relationship with one another unless we see the essential pieces of each other’s narrative. It’s important we unearth the story of black history and the possibility it holds for weighty intimacy across the divide. There are many who wonder, Why do we even need to talk about black history? You’ve probably heard some of our white siblings question why we even need a black history month. They might follow up by asking why we don’t have a white history month. Isn’t the very name and endeavor of “black history” divisive?

And to be fair, it’s not just our white siblings who have questioned the whole project of black history; so have many members of minority groups. In her novel Americanah, Nigerian writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie has her African protagonist go on about how she didn’t know she was black until she came to America. Here, Adichie gently reminds the reader that not all black people see themselves naturally as black. Morgan Freeman would agree. In a 2005 interview with Mike Wallace, Freeman said that the best way to combat racism is to not mention race at all, to just sidestep any notion of our embodied differences.1 As you can imagine, his remarks caused a firestorm, especially given his identity as a black man.

Many would find Freeman’s colorblind ideology a welcome path for moving beyond racism. But there are several problems with Freeman’s suggestion. Some would argue there is only one race of people—the human race—and while that may be true biologically, race in America has primarily focused on a social construct, a system where people are valued or devalued based on the color of their skin. Freeman’s reaction, like so many others, conflates biology with the social construct.

The Bible offers us a different path, where our individual ethnicities are actually a part of what it means to be made in the image of God. The Christian worldview maintains that ethnicity is not something we will just be forced to deal with on earth, but will be a part of our eternal redemptive future (Revelation 5:9-10). And since this is the biblical worldview, I shouldn’t view my ethnicity either as a result of somebody’s sin, or as either good or bad luck. It’s a part of God’s good design for me. When the Bible says we are fearfully and wonderfully made, excuse my language, but that ain’t just our spirits, y’all (Psalm 139:14). It’s also our bodies, our ethnicities.

As embodied people made in the image of God, our ethnicity is part of God’s intended will. We would be wrong to ignore ethnicity.

I really do get why people would choose not to talk about race or ethnicity. If you want to put yourself on a collision course with an awkward moment, just bring up the subject. But it’s impossible to have an enduring, substantive relationship with anyone while ignoring whole dimensions of their lives. Korie used to chide me about my “perfect” family. My parents have been married for well over fifty years, and genuinely love and enjoy each other. This is not Korie’s story. So when she talks about the pain of her parents’ divorce and how it continues to impact her, I cannot really relate. In the early years of marriage, when I was more like my unempathetic “Can’t we just go home now?” son, I wanted to tell my wife that her story had nothing to do with me. Why couldn’t we just move on? While I never said those words, my heart posture was one big eye roll. What God wants in my marriage is oneness, a soul-level harmony with my wife, and we have no shot at getting there unless we do things like eating at bad restaurants and stopping at old playgrounds, Catholic high schools, and cul-de-sacs. History really does matter in our journey into unity.

Lately, there’s been a movement to remove black history in several states. In December 2023, a Missouri school board voted to drop elective courses in black history and literature.2 In February 2023, the New York Times reported on Florida’s efforts to significantly pare down major sections of black history taught in schools.3 Some would push back by defending Florida’s governor, saying he’s only getting rid of the liberal parts of black history (like critical race theory or queer theory). Now, I am a Christ-follower whose worldview is primarily shaped by the authority of the Scriptures—not just my lived experience. But while there are plenty of historical ideologies that I disagree with, since when did history register to vote, aligning itself with a political party? Of course, history contains liberals and conservatives, Democrats and Republicans, but in the main, the events of history do not fit into any of these ideologies. To remove sections of history we deem to be in conflict with our beliefs is akin to removing a chapter of a book, rendering the whole thing impossible to make sense of or even read.

These wonderful people in states like Missouri and Florida would do well to remember that the question of history centers more around why than should. Though critically informative, history’s first impulse is not with telling us what we should do in the present, but if listened to carefully, whispers as to how and why we got here. For example, did you know we can pinpoint the exact moment when black people broadly swung Democrat? It was a phone call from John F. Kennedy to a frightened Coretta Scott King in the fall of 1960, when Coretta was frantic over what would become of her incarcerated husband, Martin (more on that later). Because of that one call, the black press, along with Dr. King’s father and a host of black pastors, put out a nationwide campaign to get blacks to vote Democrat. It worked. Kennedy, the Democratic presidential candidate, won, and blacks in the main have voted Democrat ever since. Think about that—one ninety-second empathy-filled call changed a whole group of people.

The lesson from this historic moment is not whether black people should vote Democrat. Instead, the lesson centers around why black people continued to vote Democrat in such large numbers. History says it all comes down to one word—empathy. While the Republican nominee Nixon showed none, Kennedy took an opposite route, signaling his deep care and concern.

I write these words well over sixty years removed from Kennedy’s well-timed, empathetic phone call to an anxious Coretta King, yet history’s lesson is still informative, holding forth profound hope if we would just lean in together and listen. The last few election cycles have proven to be historically combative and divisive. Like a car stuck in the mud, human relations across color, class, and ideological lines have left our tires spinning because we have stalled on the question of should, instead of doing the deeper work of getting to history’s lesson of why. What has been missing from our very heated exchanges over whether one should vote for people with an established reputation for endorsing the mass slaughter of babies in utero, is the human necessity of empathy. Did Kennedy’s politics align with King’s? Given the brevity of Kennedy’s life, history shrugs its shoulders. Nonetheless, Kennedy picked up the phone and placed a call to a family. In his own way, he communicated, “We may see this differently, but I am with you.”

In the early days of our marriage, Korie and I had a running conflict that I was convinced would never end. I’ve never been much of a drinker, but when I would order the occasional glass of wine, she would shut down and mutter something under her breath like, “I wish you wouldn’t do that.” Immediately an argument would ensue, and what was supposed to be a fun date night would turn into conflict and an early return home. I just could not understand what the big deal was. If the government said I could drink, surely my wife should get on board.

Everything changed when I went beyond what I thought Korie should do to why she was so bothered by my glass of wine. In vulnerability she took me back to the cul-de-sacs of her life, sharing with me that everyone she loved had abused alcohol. Getting to the why of her history sparked empathy in my heart and led us to deeper levels of intimacy and unity.

Why is it important we learn about the gang rape of Recy Taylor, the murder of Emmett Till, or the Forsyth race riots of 1912? These tragic events, along with a host of others, have evoked a suspicious, questioning posture among so many blacks today who embody the trauma of our ancestors. Should we be more trusting? Should blacks hold to an innocent-until-proven-guilty disposition when it comes to whites? Should blacks be so quick to get angry or jump to conclusions? These questions may be fair, but they do not go far enough. Let us not be so quick to stop at should, but press deeper into why. In that answer lies a far greater answer for the lingering divide of our present moment—empathy.




THE PROBLEM OF ETHNIC IDOLATRY

A colorblind posture to the subject of race is not the only problem we have before us in our quest for unity. At the other extreme is what I call ethnic idolatry, where we find our ultimate meaning in our embodied selves. Of course, one of my aims in writing Grace to Overcome is to provide a sense of dignity to African Americans. If you are in this category, I hope that as you read stories of great inventors, adventurers, and heroes among our people, you come away feeling a few inches taller. But if dignity is all you feel, then I have not served you well.

Ethnic idolatry not only fails to move the needle when we talk about ethnic unity, it actually works against it. While my story as a black man made in the image of God is a part of his good design and intentions for me, it will only reach fullness when I connect it to the much larger story of what God is doing in the souls of humanity throughout time.

The sojourn of black folks in America has been arduous, but along the way we have brought about some of the most profound sociological change any society in world history has ever seen. Even an amateur historian can readily see how this came about: African Americans have always drawn a straight line between our experience in the foreign, hostile land of the United States to that of Israel, the covenant people of God in Egypt. Our ancestors viewed their narrative not as an end unto itself, but as a subplot within the grander story of what God was doing in the world. We understood that our strength to overcome was really a grace to overcome because we hitched our lived experience as exiles to the broader, more powerful narrative of the God who gave us what we needed to endure.

In writing on the effectiveness of Frederick Douglass, the most photographed man of the nineteenth century, biographer David Blight points to “the guiding theme” of Douglass, who grounded all of his speaking, writing, and justice efforts “in the Bible, especially the Old Testament.”4 It’s more than possible that Douglass’s framework of seeing the narrative of the black experience as a part of a much broader, biblical one was influenced by the likes of Sojourner Truth. Truth was not only an advocate for racial and gender justice, but also a preacher who saw herself and her people as moral kin to the suffering Israelites. The arc of her advocacy was not ultimately located in her blackness or her gender, but in her faith.

And who could ever forget the rainy night in Memphis, Tennessee, when Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. would make his way one last time to the pulpit, where he likened himself to the prophet Moses and his ethnic kin to the people of Israel. It was an act of love that cast him off his sickbed there at the Lorraine Motel, where he would make his way into the Mason Temple. On this rainy night, he gathered all the hope he could and poured it out onto his weary audience, pointing out that just as Israel had made it to the promised land, they, too, as black people would make it to the promised land. What’s more, King saw himself as Moses, the one who led the people through the wilderness but would not go with them into the land flowing with milk and honey. Drawing on this narrative, King wondered whether he would get to the other side of the Jordan with his people. Alas, he would not. I’d like to believe that what thrust him out of bed those few hours before his death was not the experience of black people in America, but the story of Israel, the biblical people of God.

Time does not permit me to flood you with more examples of blacks who saw themselves as part of the biblical story, extracting the sustenance and strength they needed in each moment to endure and flourish in their own crucible of suffering. This is not to say every influential black person in American history has been a Christian, or even remotely religious. For every Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, and Martin Luther King, there is a Langston Hughes, Nikki Giovanni, or Richard Pryor. And yet, when we zoom out on black history, we see the dominant, hope-filled role the church and a deep, abiding faith played in sustaining us during the midnight hour of slavery and Jim Crow.

In the following pages you will encounter their stories and see how I have sought to link biblical passages to a lesson or theme of their experience. Though a black history devotional might seem like a novelty, the notion of connecting a biblical passage to a black historical figure is anything but; it’s how we’ve always lived. In fact, this project connecting the embodied experience of black people with the metanarrative of Scripture is not a ploy to sell books or an innovative idea for how to nourish your own soul, but an exercise in history. It is the same historical tradition in which every Sunday black folks would put on their finest clothes, sit on wooden pews, and listen as the preacher would make a beeline from Israel’s history and the cross of Jesus Christ to the streets of Selma, Chicago, Harlem, or whatever neighborhood where they had congregated.

Times indeed have changed. With the legislative advances of the 1960s, the doors of economic opportunity for African Americans have slowly opened, and so have another set of doors—the exit doors to the black church. Recent data reveals an astonishing exodus of blacks from the faith.5 For the first time in American history, African Americans are decoupling their ethnicity from the broader story of the Bible in unprecedented numbers. There are many reasons for this: the perception of Christianity being a white man’s religion, displacement from historic black communities in urban centers and black churches, or the easing of communal suffering in a post–Jim Crow world and the way it used to gather and galvanize us (this is not to say that we live in a post-racial society).

But I am concerned that the black community is missing the nucleus of our collective history, which has always been anchored in the story of the Bible. This is why in the pages to come, I not only offer historical moments, but tether those scenes to the story of Scripture. If you are black, you may not be a Christian or even believe in the Bible—but chances are, your Big Mama or Madea did.

If you are not African American, your curiosity should be piqued by the question of what made blacks so historically resilient. How in the world did we make it in the face of such suffering and oppression? Maybe as you see the ties between the arc of Scripture and the arc of the black experience, you might come away inspired to anchor your experience to something outside of yourself.

Finally, I’d love to offer two suggestions to guide us in our tour through black history. The first is to digest Grace to Overcome in community with others. People who are not African American need to hear from those who are as it relates to these pivotal moments in American history. But black people also need to hear from those of other ethnicities how they are processing what may be new information. Both communities need to lean in and do the work of not only stitching these moments to the larger project of American history, but also gleaning spiritual strength to consider Christianity or deepen one’s walk with Christ. Ask questions like, “How did today’s reading make you feel?” I am hopeful these snippets will spark dialogue across the ethnic divide to move us closer toward one another.

The last thing to be considered is that given the devotional nature of the book, these black history moments are just that—moments. There is no way to cover each person or event completely. People are nuanced and complex, but for the sake of time those complexities will mostly be absent from this devotional. I appreciate your graciousness toward me as you interact with the pages to come.
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