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Introduction



A SHORT STORY

Race has mattered throughout American and American church history, and it continues to shape our lives in ways we may not even see. Some Christians in America have carried racial burdens more heavily than others. But today no Christian in America, no matter their racial background, can ignore race. This is a gift from God, a moment when we, the church in all its diversity, can seek justice and righteousness in all their fullness. We must not let this moment pass.

At least for some White Christians, including me, it has not always been this way. Based on factors such as where and when we have lived, we have been able to be blind to race in America. When I grew up in the suburbs of Chicago, the place where I lived and the circles in which I traveled limited my ability to see that race mattered. Had you asked me, a White person living in a mostly White, middle- and upper-class suburb, whether I thought race still affected people’s experiences in America, I would have been puzzled by the question. Perhaps race affected people somewhere else, but not in my town. Things were peaceful there, and the racial minorities for the most part seemed very successful. And yet, my context was profoundly shaped by race. By context, I mean the place where I lived, the economic systems that enabled it to be as it was, the social norms, and even the evangelical Christian church where we worshiped. But because it was so homogenous and because the day-to-day patterns of my life were focused on other things, I assumed race did not matter.

Often we need to be with people we can trust to feel free enough to reconsider our core beliefs. For me, the secular liberal arts college I attended was not that safe space. My church, like most White evangelical churches in the 1980s and 1990s, implicitly taught me to mistrust those Christians who worked for what they called social justice because I understood that they held to a false gospel, the social gospel. While I could not have defined what the social gospel was precisely, I thought it was concerned more with people’s bodies than with their souls, and I thought true Christians cared about people’s spiritual relationships with God, which was somehow separated from questions of physical suffering. What I did not know was that my vague fear had a history, that my tendency toward concern only for a person’s soul at the expense of their body was the result of complicated historical dynamics from nearly one hundred years prior. Nor did I know that generations of Christians—for thousands of years—had cared for people’s eternal and temporal needs. As a Christian without knowledge of the history of those faithful followers who had lived before me, I was stranded in the present, unable to see that God’s people should care about salvation and shalom, by which I mean the restoration of all things to the way God meant them to be. Therefore, I doubled down into my own personal righteousness.

My time at this secular college gave me many gifts, however, and one of the most important was a hard-won conviction that Christians need not fear ideas. When I read biblical higher criticism for a class on the New Testament, which did not assume Scripture’s inerrancy and explained away Jesus’ divinity, I was plagued with fear. Perhaps my faith was founded on lies and I could not trust that Scripture was God’s Word. But God used a fellow Christian who lived about sixteen hundred years ago to help restore my faith when I took a philosophy class the next term. We read Augustine, that great father of the faith, who proclaimed that all truth is God’s truth. As I prayed that term, my fear dissipated. If all truth is God’s truth, then I do not need to fear what I might learn. God can handle it, and he will lead me into truth.

This freedom to explore and confidence in God’s superiority and sovereignty was a gift I carried to the evangelical seminary where I worked on my master’s degree. There, finally in a place where I could trust my teachers more fully, God taught me something new, something that now seems so obvious but then was fresh and amazing: because race matters in American life, the church, Jesus’ body on earth, needs to address it. Even more, Satan has used race to cripple the church’s witness to the world, fostering injustice and disunity. In seminary, God gave me eyes to see what had been there in plain sight. He gave me ears that heard and a mind that began to understand. And he gave me a call to speak to the body of Christ about what I was learning, to call my brothers and sisters of all hues into a messy, uncomfortable journey to help each other live out the unity Jesus already won for us on the cross.




THREE BITS OF WISDOM

I want to highlight three bits of wisdom derived from the journey I just described that can help us repent, which in the biblical Greek derives from a term meaning “to turn.” They are (1) to ask how our context shapes us, (2) to recognize that we are historical beings, and (3) to practice courage in the process.

First, we all live in contexts that affect our ability to see the world. My context growing up blinded me to race’s power in America. Like many people, I was so immersed in my context that I could not see how it was blinding me to what was actually happening. A joke about fish can illustrate this dynamic. It goes like this: “There are these two young fish swimming along, and they happen to meet an older fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and says, ‘Morning, boys. How’s the water?’ And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually one of them looks over at the other and goes, ‘What the hell is water?’”1

Part of growing in wisdom is realizing that we live in water and then understanding the character of that water. Christian life and worship are meant to be lived in our contexts, lived in the water where we swim. But our lives and worship as Christians, which extend well beyond church walls, also contain the power to transform our contexts because they should be transcultural and intercultural, reflecting the nature of the body of Christ. This book is meant to help us see our contexts better.

How can we begin to see more clearly? The answer to this question is the second nugget of truth from my story: history can help us see our contexts more clearly so we can better serve God faithfully in our generation. Studying history can give us what historians call a historical consciousness, the gift of seeing how things came to be as they are. Essentially, we can see that our present assumptions and ways of living have a history, and although they seem normal and perhaps inevitable, they are not. Rather, as cocreators with Christ, people God has put on this earth to be his hands and feet, we can make changes in the present so that our generation and our children’s children can live differently. In this book, I will use history to help us see the water in which we swim. As we read about those from different eras and see our contexts more clearly, we also avoid what the British author and apologist C. S. Lewis calls “chronological snobbery,” the belief that those of us living are better than and know more than those who are dead.2 I believe we have much to learn from Christians who have lived before us, and this book offers a handful of men and women whose faith transformed their contexts.

This process of beginning to see requires courage. But, and here is the third key point, we have a faith that calls us to courage, not to fear. God is bigger than all we know, and he can handle our questions and our fumbling. Therefore, Christians need not fear the insights secular disciplines can offer. Nor should we fear the insights of those who are not believers. God’s common grace falls on all people. We want to have our eyes open wide and to probe how our faith addresses the joys and sorrows of our time. As we do this, we should expect that God will teach us new things, that some of the assumptions—shaped by our historical contexts and our sin—that have undergirded our lives will be uprooted as he conforms us to the image of Christ. Trying to understand race in America as we seek to love God and love others takes courage. But, as Paul reminded Timothy, God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power, love, and self-discipline (2 Timothy 1:7).

I write as an evangelical Christian who is a professional historian. I am a born-again Christian who believes in Jesus’ divinity and that his death on the cross atoned for my sins. I believe that people must be converted and that Scripture is God’s inerrant word. I believe that our faith must be lived out, not just held as a set of beliefs. My journey of following Jesus into the tangle of race in America brought me into a mostly Black neighborhood on Chicago’s west side, where fellow members of an interracial church patiently taught me about racial reconciliation and God’s love. That journey also brought me to graduate school to study race and urban history, and then back to the suburbs to teach at an evangelical Christian college, where I learned from the best about how to weave together my faith with the discipline of history. I have come to believe that understanding the past with love can help us love our neighbors better in the present and bless our children’s children, to a thousand generations. As a Christian and a historian, I wonder a lot. I do not know everything, but I can ask good questions. This book is the fruit of those questions, of wondering about race, God, and the church in US history.




WHY READ THIS BOOK?

You should read this book for three reasons.

First, we will learn what happened in America’s recent racial past.

Centered on the twentieth-century exodus of many African Americans from the rural South to the urban North and the civil rights movement, the book will show how racial dynamics developed and worked on a broad scale, or, to use a word that has many meanings, a systemic level. People often think of systemic as relating to laws, but we will think about it more expansively. By systemic, I mean the bigger systems and patterns that shape our everyday lives: where we live, the quality of the schools we attend, who joins our churches and how our churches function, and our nation’s economic dynamics. Again, we are trying to understand contexts, which are often invisible. We’ll see how racial logics, assumptions, and hierarchies became embedded, sometimes intentionally, often unintentionally, in these systems. We’ll also see how Christianity, Christians, and churches were actors in creating many of these painful dynamics.

Understanding what happened in the past is essential if we are to move forward in the present. As Christians, we must not stifle the truth but must rather courageously seek the truth to break the chains of the past.

We will also study a handful of examples of women and men who pushed against the racial dynamics of their times and places, including those sometimes unjust racial contexts created by brothers and sisters in Christ. History is by nature selective, and it is different from the past. The past is everything that has happened up until now, including the breath you just took and, before that, your decision to pick up this book. History, by contrast, is what people know, discuss, and remember about everything that has happened until now. The distinction is significant. No one can write a history that includes everything that ever happened in the past. Anyone who claims they have written the comprehensive book on a subject is exaggerating and doing history poorly.

I have chosen people for our study who allow us to glimpse racial dynamics in the North and the South, and the East and West Coasts, and whose lives allow us to think through much of the twentieth century. The people will lead us to focus on Black-White racial dynamics. Race in America is so much broader, and there are wonderful studies that also address Native American, Asian, and Latino racial histories. But the Black-White dynamics are also foundational to race in America and, therefore, essential to understand. The variety of racial, ethnic, and denominational backgrounds represented also offers us the benefits of diverse perspectives and experiences. Equally important, reflecting on the lives of our subjects can offer substantial wisdom for our time. These are people I have learned from as I have tried to understand their lives.

Prepare yourself to learn the stories of people who had a mighty impact in the kingdom. And remember too that God’s economy is not the same as ours. While each person has had national and even international prominence, often their impact was felt most deeply by those with whom they broke bread in one another’s homes. They are ordinary heroes. No person I discuss was perfect. But they offer glimpses of the “already but not yet” of heaven, moments where the world was the way it should be and will be when all things are made new.

We will start in the 1930s and 1940s with Catherine de Hueck, a Catholic Russian refugee from the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution. Catherine founded Friendship House to help her fellow Catholics fully embrace Jesus’ teachings to care for the least of these in New York City’s Harlem, a thriving center of Black Americans’ relocation from the South. For Catherine, who became an American citizen, seeing African Americans’ second-class citizenship in the nation and in the Catholic Church made her passionate about their lives. Next, we will wonder about John Perkins, an African American who fled Mississippi for California in the 1940s after his brother was murdered. In California, he became a Christian, worked closely with Black Christians, and was mentored by White Christians. But when John returned to rural Mississippi in 1960, his faith led him to join the civil rights movement, going against many White Christians who saw the movement as irrelevant or even anti-Christian. Staying in the South, we will meet Clarence Jordan, a White, southern New Testament scholar who insisted Christians should make no racial distinctions. His interracial Koinonia Farm and famed Cotton Patch translation of the New Testament into contemporary vernacular subverted racial norms in the 1950s and 1960s in Georgia. Last, we will ponder the story of the work and relationship between Raleigh and Paulette Washington and Glen and Lonni Kehrein, one Black and one White couple, who founded Rock of Our Salvation Evangelical Free Church and Circle Urban Ministries in Chicago. The Kehreins began applying their faith to their urban context in the 1970s, and in the 1980s and 1990s both couples sought to live out a form of racial reconciliation that would draw people to God and to one another.

The second reason you should read this book is that we will do history, which can help us become more faithful disciples. This book is an uncommon history book. Most books on history are written so they hide the tangled web of evidence and the complex decisions historians make to determine what happened and what it means. Most books share the final product. But I will not just describe the history of race in America. I want something more. I want us to think together about how we have come to know what we think we know.

I am inviting you into the process of determining what happened, the effort to weave together stories based on tangled and often scant threads of evidence, and figuring out what it means because this process is vital to repentance and reconciliation. I am convinced, furthermore, that many of the habits and practices historians use as they approach the past can help each of us become more faithful followers of Jesus. Together we will see how the act of studying history can strengthen our faith.

My commitment to welcome you into doing history, usually reserved for upper-level history classes, comes from my reading about and experience of how we grow as Christians. Christians across time and in different places have told us that being a Christian is not just about thinking rightly, but it requires cultivating our loves. We must pay attention to who and what we love. How we act reveals what we love. To change our loves, we must change our practices.3

Therefore, we will not just do history, as important as that may be. We will do it as Christians, embodying the traits that should characterize followers of Jesus at their best: love, humility, and awe. As I welcome you into the formative process of doing history, this book will go back and forth between what happened in the past, my efforts to understand the past and craft a compelling narrative, and what the stories and process has meant to me as I have sought to learn not just about the actors but from them as well. The process of doing history—of piecing together incomplete evidence to find a pattern, of puzzling over causality, of tracking change over time, of getting caught in a web of complexity, of trying to contextualize a source to understand what it means, of marveling at the contingency of events, all while seeking to love those we study—teaches us to craft true narratives, to value context, to practice humility, and to exercise empathy. Each section will highlight one of these habits of mind, habits that also help bring unity to the body of Christ. These habits of mind can help us develop rightly ordered affections; they can shape our hearts and minds.

You will notice that I often refer to the main historical actors in this book using their first names or a title and a first name, resisting the traditional way academic historians discuss their subjects. The reason comes from my process, which has made the actors feel just as alive as you or me. I have either lived in or visited for an extended time communities each of the main actors inhabited, from Madonna House in Canada (where Catherine de Hueck lived out her days), to Mendenhall, Mississippi (where John Perkins began his Mississippi ministry), to Koinonia Farm in Americus, Georgia (which Clarence Jordan founded), to the Austin neighborhood of Chicago (where I lived for over six years and where the Washingtons and the Kehreins lived). Additionally, the archival sources often refer to them by their first names, and when you spend months of successive days in the sources, you begin to feel like you know the people. There is risk beyond bucking academic conventions in my choice to use first names, however. It is a dangerous thing to close the gap between us in the present and those we study in the past, even in such a small way as to presume familiarity by using a first name. They are not just faded tin-type versions of us; they were different, and seeing the strangeness of the past is one of the most powerful parts of doing history. Nonetheless, I have chosen to call them by the names their friends used because it feels like I am their friend.

You’ll also notice that there are footnotes at the bottom of pages rather than endnotes buried at the back. I did this to emphasize that this narrative is based in primary sources and in conversation with secondary sources, others who have puzzled over these actors. Doing history is something we do with others.

The third reason you should read this book is that we will seek wisdom, which the book of Proverbs tells us is worth more than anything and will bring great blessings (Proverbs 3:13-28; 4:7-9).

Doing history while emphasizing Christian virtues is a way to seek out wisdom, that precious gift worth more than gold or silver. Because wisdom is not simply knowledge, we must not simply learn about the past. Wisdom is knowledge, rightly applied. We must learn, therefore, and apply what we know in our day-to-day lives. Together we will learn from the past, and I will provide opportunities to reflect on how you could apply the principles we observe to your particular context. You and I probably don’t live in the same town or even the same state. Our contexts are different. But there is work of discipleship, racial healing, and justice to be done in each of our places. That is part of God’s call on his church in this time and in each of our places.

That work can transform our worship in church along with our worship in our everyday lives. Because we live in particular times and places, our gathered worship will reflect our contexts. That can be good, unless we are unknowingly living out sinful aspects of our culture. Worship should be contextual, but it should also be countercultural (resisting a culture’s idolatries), transcultural (not bound by a particular time and place), and crosscultural (breaking through contemporary cultural barriers). Wondering about these historical actors can help us see our own worship with fresh eyes.

We also worship throughout our day-to-day lives in mundane things such as working in a factory, meeting with clients, folding laundry, or reading a book. The apostle Paul tells believers to offer their bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God, as their true and proper worship. He then says to not conform to the pattern of this world, but to let God transform us by renewing our minds (Romans 12:1-2). God will change how we think as we worship him. I invite you into this reading as an act of worship, praying that God would renew our minds as we worship him in our reading. We also offer our bodies as living sacrifices, and our emotions are part of our bodies. We must make room for emotions, because this work that we’re doing is difficult, especially when we apply what we’ve learned closer to home, looking at our own family histories and our own communities.




HOW TO REMEMBER

Before we turn to the past, we must consider how we remember—and this is a process that involves all of who we are, bodies and minds included.

First, humans are sinful, and everything we touch is tainted by sin. Sin happens on an individual level, which is the way most American Christians understand sin. We remember that Jesus washed away my sins, that I am covered by the blood of Jesus. But Scripture also talks about sin as corporate, which means that sin can reside in all the systems—economic, political, geographical, and even religious—that make up the contexts of our lives. Evangelical theologian Millard Erickson observes,


The particular social situation in which we involuntarily find ourselves—including the political and economic system, our intellectual and family background, even the geographical location in which we were born—inevitably contributes to evil conditions and in some instances makes sin unavoidable. Sin is an element of the present social structure from which individuals cannot escape.4



Without knowing it, we can participate in sinful systems. While there are several examples of unity and beauty to celebrate in American church history regarding race, much of what happened reveals how Christians have been complicit in and subject to individual and corporate sin.

But because of God’s great love, we do not need to only celebrate or only condemn those in the past. It is easy today to fall into a habit of either extreme. We might want to celebrate our ancestors to honor and respect them. But we must remember that they were sinners like us, and they were products of their time. Or we may just want to condemn our ancestors—or even better, someone else’s ancestors—wondering why they messed up so badly. But neither approach is appropriate.

How Scripture treats heroes of the faith offers a model as we study our past. Scripture is thorough, telling the good and the bad. Abraham trusted God, yes, but not enough to protect his wife from being taken into Pharoah’s house as a concubine, and not enough to reject Sarah’s suggestion to have sex with Hagar to produce a child when God was slow in providing a son through her. Moses faithfully led the Israelites out of Egypt and then led them for forty years in the desert. But he initially would not do God’s will until God gave him Aaron as his mouthpiece. Moses also got so angry at the Israelites that God would not let him enter the Promised Land. David, author of many psalms and a man after God’s own heart, acted on his lust for Bathsheba when he should have been leading his army into battle. When he could not cover his lie, David essentially had her husband Uriah killed. Jesus’ closest friends, the disciples, failed again and again. Peter denied he knew Jesus, none of the disciples understood what Jesus was saying about his kingdom until after his resurrection, and they constantly fought with one another. Paul, who wrote a significant portion of the New Testament, killed Christians before Jesus blinded him on the road to Damascus. Even after Paul surrendered his life to Christ, he could not live in harmony with his coworkers, splitting with Barnabas because Paul did not want to take John Mark, who had deserted them earlier, with them on a missionary journey.

These few examples show us that heroes need not be perfect. God uses imperfect people. He also transforms imperfect people as we offer up whatever we do as acts of worship.

[image: ]

Now let us puzzle over fragments of the past and try to piece together a story about race in the North in the 1930s. We will start with Catherine de Hueck, who founded a ministry called Friendship House to use love of God and love of neighbor to address economic, spiritual, and social effects of segregation in the North.5 We start with Catherine because she brought a unique, outsider perspective to American race relations. Fleeing Russia by way of Canada, she had to learn about race in America. As someone who looked White and who could see how being perceived as White gave her opportunities in the United States, Catherine observed how the meanings of race were historical creations.

Catherine was helpful to me early in my study of race in America because she was a Christian who came from a tradition with persistent strands that applied Christianity to the massive issues of poverty, poor working conditions, and the relationship between owners and workers. As a Catholic, she drew from the deep wells of Catholic social teaching. That tradition, while in no way perfect or perfectly applied, is thick and rich. Catholic social teaching is rooted in Scripture and was illuminated throughout church history, but it began in its modern form during the major conflicts between capital and laborers in the late nineteenth century. Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical, or major teaching, Rerum Novarum crafted a middle way between excessive capitalism and communism, calling Catholics to create a world in which owners and workers provided for one another, emphasizing the dignity of each person made in God’s image. While most Black Protestants in America resonated with this frame, contemporary White evangelical leaders were condemning worker strikes even as American workers were fleeing evangelical churches, believing that Jesus loved them but churches did not.6 Regarding race, White evangelicals were turning from their fleeting support of Black southern Christians and were, as one historian puts it, reforging the White republic in the wake of the Civil War by reversing the fruits of Reconstruction and recreating a segregated society.7 Catholic social teaching’s dealings with money, materialism, and people’s tendency to objectify others offered a prophetic witness in the late nineteenth century, in Catherine’s time, and our own.

Catherine also lived in the North in Harlem and later Chicago. Why start in the North? Contemporary racial dynamics have reminded us that race is still an issue in the North today. But the dominant historical racial narrative is that racial conflicts, segregation, and oppression were a southern phenomenon. When writing about race in American history early in my classes, most of my excellent students say it was significant during slavery and the civil rights movement, which they understand as located in the South, despite evidence to the contrary.8 While slavery was certainly more extensive in the South, it was also present in the North from the United States’s founding. The civil rights movement as we commonly remember it, starting in the mid- to late 1950s and resolving with the Voting Rights Act of 1965, happened in the South. But Catherine and those who joined Friendship House understood themselves as among a cadre of northern civil rights pioneers.

Race in the North at midcentury can be characterized by geographic segregation. This segregation did lead to cultural flourishing for African Americans, but it also harmed Black and White people alike. While there is some weight to the argument that people will live by those with whom they are most comfortable, or that like attracts like, the geographic segregation was not simply due to personal choice. White homeowners, religious practices, and governmental programs that did not always intend to create racial hierarchies limited where African Americans could live.

But few people—and maybe no one—in the 1930s and 1940s could tease out the complicated intersections of these systemic dynamics. Catherine wondered about segregation as she searched for a location for a second interracial Friendship House branch in Chicago. She said,


Slowly we walk the streets looking for suitable stores to rent. Friendship House always starts with a store front or two. People walk right into store fronts off the streets. This looks like the continuation of Harlem. Perhaps it is. New York, Chicago, Boston, Detroit . . . each has its Harlem, its Negro town within a town. Why? How many times have we asked ourselves that question?9



It is to de Hueck’s question—and to what she did in light of that segregation—that we now turn.10














Part I
Telling True Stories
Catherine de Hueck and Friendship House




The walk past all the honky-tonks and slum smells to the store front with the

sign Blessed Martin de Porres Library and Friendship House and the statue

of Blessed Martin in the window, the exterior set in cavernous rows of sleezey

stores, below the line of unbroken drab 6 story tenements. It was a slum

alright. But once inside! The ambience was unforgettable: walls lined with

books, a place of not many lights, muted by smoke. (The “B” [Catherine] as

we called her smoked like a chimney then.) White faces, Black faces, talking,

laughing, friendly, sipping coffee. How simple the solution all seemed then:

the sooner we of different races learned to work together, to pray together, to

eat, to study, to laugh together, the sooner we’d be on the way to interracial

justice. Little did we know the complexities of the sin of segregation then.

ANN HARRIGAN, A WHITE IRISH CATHOLIC FROM BROOKLYN AND DIRECTOR OF FRIENDSHIP HOUSE IN CHICAGO, RECALLING HER FIRST VISIT TO CATHERINE DE HUECK’S FRIENDSHIP HOUSE IN HARLEM
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A Different Take on History
How Catherine founded Friendship House and why questioning that story can make us better disciples.




FRIENDSHIP HOUSE LORE

Catherine de Hueck was captivating. Those who encountered her met a woman in love with God, who in her Russian accent pontificated about how to love God and love others. From the 1930s in urban Toronto, to Black Harlem in 1938, to Chicago’s Black belt in 1942, until her death in rural Canada in 1985, Catherine called wealthy and middle-class White Catholics to not just say they loved Jesus but to love him by meeting the physical needs of people who had less. Like the prophets in the Hebrew Scriptures who called the people of God back to righteousness and justice, Catherine called people in her own time to cease worshiping their idols of wealth and comfort and instead practice righteousness and justice, two ideas that are inseparable in the biblical narrative. She modeled a different way of living through her countercultural, if profoundly imperfect, life.

Catherine’s story was unexpected in midcentury America, and she knew it. In her 1946 book Friendship House, Catherine uses the strangeness of her story to attract her readers’ attention and then, like Nathan speaking to David, turns the tables to point out their sin. In the book, Catherine asks how she, a White woman from Russia, ended up in Harlem, a center of African American life in New York. The immediate answer to her question became Friendship House lore. In 1938, she exited the subway in Harlem with a handbag, three dollars, and a typewriter, which she would use to write thousands of words, filling letters, newspaper articles, and eventually books. The man showing her the flat she intended to rent told Catherine she must be confused. Why would a White woman want to rent an apartment in Black Harlem? Catherine was not “slumming” like many White people who went to Harlem because she was not going to a club. Catherine responded that she was Russian, which seemed to satisfy the man. Catherine related that he assumed she was like the only other White people who stayed in Harlem (besides the White priests assigned to local parishes): she must be a communist. He showed her the flat.

The strangeness of Catherine’s arrival and subsequent residence in Harlem cannot be overstated. Like most northern cities that had received the hundreds of thousands of Black migrants who moved away from farms where as sharecroppers they eked out a subsistence-level living and navigated a racial hierarchy that was characterized by lynching, New York was segregated. Catherine rented the flat and prayed that the Holy Ghost and the saints would provide furniture. They did, and the New York Friendship House was born.

Friendship House became an oasis of interracial Christian community in segregated New York. Friendship House functioned as a Catholic settlement house: it would grow to provide programming for young people, host a mother’s club for local women, provide used clothing to those in need, offer African American history classes, and help people find jobs. Like other settlement houses, it also became a meeting place for people from different social, economic, and religious backgrounds, a place where new ideas were born. People who visited and stayed there worked to bring Black and White people together for two reasons: to grow in their relationships with Jesus Christ and to bring about interracial justice. For them, interracial justice meant stopping the suffering African Americans endured because of White Americans’ intentional and unintentional actions.




LIGHT IN THE DARKNESS

Catherine was a lifeline to me when I first encountered her, a light in the darkness. I had begun my doctoral coursework wanting to understand how race had worked in American history. My first class on race in early America had been deeply frightening and nearly paralyzing. My professor was amazing, smart, kind, and wise—and wanted the class to be useful to his students. I regularly sat in the rocking chair in his office during office hours and asked questions, turning ideas around in my mind. But as intellectually stimulating as that was, the subject was awful. We had probed how race had been experienced and intellectually constructed, and I felt a portion of its crushing weight.

For my research project the next semester, I was looking for hope. I wanted to study some Christians who had resisted the darkness and the division that characterized so much of race in US history. I took the train from our inner-city west side neighborhood to the Chicago History Museum on the north side with a list of potential organizations to research in more recent US history that had been doing interracial work. After a few days exploring other collections, I happened upon the Friendship House papers and was hooked. Catherine and her comrades wrote with passion, drawing living water, it seemed, from a deep well of thought and practice that talked as much about people loving one another as it did individual righteousness and people loving God. Their ideas resonated with the Black church tradition that was nurturing me in the interracial—but mostly Black—church I was attending.

Friendship House became the middle of my first book.1 I had found a historically significant organization and researched what happened before and after the group’s founding in Chicago. I spent months in archives in Chicago, Milwaukee, South Bend, and Catherine’s intentional community, Madonna House, in rural Canada researching Friendship House. While I soon saw the group’s imperfections, its thinking on race and interracialism formed me personally. My questions then revolved primarily around Catherine’s approaches to race and theology; I thought economics mattered, but I subsumed them under the category of race.




ANOTHER STORY

Despite my spending years studying Catherine and Friendship House, she continued to captivate me, as she had so many when she was alive. Some of my old questions lingered, like how she ended up in Harlem and what it meant. But when I turned to Catherine for this current book, my rereading of the sources prompted two new questions. Last time, I had glossed over her life in the early 1930s, thinking her arrival in Harlem was of primary concern to me because it was then she started talking about race. This time I began wondering more about her years in Canada and her anticommunism. How did her views of economics shape her? I wondered. I also had some ten years of teaching undergraduate students how to do history under my belt and had puzzled with them over how to use sources and how to craft narratives. As I returned to Catherine’s life and writings, I asked more about how she portrayed herself to outsiders. I was curious about the notion of histories as stories and wanted to see how Catherine had used them.

While I suspect the Friendship House lore about Catherine, her three dollars, and her typewriter is true, I cannot say for certain that it is. In my initial research, I found Catherine to be sometimes inaccurate and inconsistent in her descriptions of facts and events. Some of Catherine’s closest American friends grew frustrated, too, with her at times because she seemed to hold the truth about events in the past loosely. Catherine was fiercely consistent in her passion for God and commitment to moral truths, but her stories were not always accurate in the factual sense. As one colleague observed, “That woman never told a story the same way twice.”2 Catherine would sometimes dismiss particular facts if they did not serve the moral truths on which she was expounding. But Catherine was not concerned with factual accuracy in the same sense I am; she was concerned with how stories would illuminate larger, deeper truths. All these points have pushed me to treat her work with care and to value contextualizing her so as to tell a true story.

That Catherine and I approach the past differently can make clear a key point necessary for doing history—and being in relationship with others, including God—well: history and the past are not the same. Historians can never fully know the past; only God, who knows the number of hairs on my head, who knit you together in your mother’s womb, and who knows when a sparrow falls, knows all the past. Humans write history, which is the remembered past, parts of the past we piece together to tell a story that answers a question we have about the past. As we puzzle through Catherine’s story and try to make sense of it, I want us to resist the notion that some histories are simply true and others are revisionist. Crafting histories always requires interpretive decisions; history is not simply an objective list of names and dates. Our narrative, therefore, about how Catherine came to Harlem will, by necessity, be incomplete and will highlight certain aspects of her story.

But unlike humans, not all histories are created equal. Good histories must be true stories. Let me be clear: I am not embracing relativism. I am asking us to read the past using wisdom, weighing competing narratives, grounding arguments in evidence, and recognizing the limits of what we can know. But good histories are stories in that the storyteller makes choices, often depending on the historian’s questions and purposes, and the scope of their research. They are also true. That is, they are based in careful analysis of sources created in the time period, sources historians call primary sources. True stories must have evidence that supports the stories, and that evidence must be used carefully. As we study Catherine, we will think deeply about the stories we tell, the narratives we have about different issues. I will take Catherine’s story that she often told about her founding Friendship House and expand on it, problematize it, and reframe it.

As Christians, we must pay attention to the stories we tell not only about other people but about God and God’s work in the world. When we think about God, do we emphasize that he is a God of justice, or do we downplay that aspect of the story? When we think about our roles in God’s work, do we think that God’s work relies on us or that we can join God in God’s work, with ultimate responsibility lying on God’s shoulders? Do we think God can handle our sin? Do we think—and act—as though God is on the move? Do we tell stories of people struggling or of people struggling and overcoming? Do we look around our world and see the pain and suffering as an end, or do we know that God will redeem it all? Do we think that this world is good, or do we tell a story that says that God is better, even if God seems more fleeting? Do we believe that what is here will pass away, or do we think of what is in front of us as somehow eternal? Our answers to these questions, and the stories our answers constitute, will shape our imaginations and actions. The discipline of telling of true stories about the past can help us see that we also need to tell—and live into—true stories about God.

The stories we tell are shaped by when we begin and end them. I choose to start in Russia, because of the economic dynamics Catherine experienced there. There, Catherine de Hueck was born Ekaterina Fyodorovna Kolyschkine in 1896 to a noble family. Her parents baptized her into the Russian Orthodox Church (a fact she downplayed later in life) and raised her largely abroad in cosmopolitan settings. When they were home in Russia, her mother went to the peasants to serve them and taught Catherine to do manual labor, insisting she must know how to do the work she would later expect her servants to do.3 At fifteen, she married Boris de Hueck, who gave her a diary as a wedding present and in his inscription to his young bride wrote that she should write all her ideas and feelings in there for him to read. He would be unfaithful to Catherine.

When World War I began, Boris served in the First Russian Army, and Catherine followed him to the front to serve with the Red Cross. There she saw great horrors. She remembered carrying amputated limbs, covered in blood; retreating among refugees on the roads. “I have seen children slowly dying of hunger, while their mothers lost their reason over tragedy,” she said. “I have seen a field green with grass one day and literally stripped of every blade the next by people who had nothing else to eat. I have seen towns without a single roof on the houses because the straw of the thatching was taken to be boiled and eaten.”4 There on the front, she wondered where God was. The answer that came to her was that “it is we who have brought about the wounding of our solders, the widows, the orphans, by entering into another war. We always enter into another war. It is our will that does it, not God’s.”5

When the Bolsheviks took over Russia in 1917, Catherine’s life became endangered at the hands of her own people. In 1919, communists trapped her and Boris in their family estate in Finland, intending that they starve to death. Catherine remembered,


I was dragged into my own house. All foodstuffs were taken away, but water and fuel were left me—that I might myself prolong my agony. . . . Long, interminable days began—and the cold cruel face of death by hunger came closer, closer, ever closer. The temptation of Satan came with it. It would be easy to close the flue in the fireplace. The merciful fumes of carbon dioxide would fill the room, and cheat starvation. Long interminable nights went by.6



For three months, they suffered. Lying by the fire, nearly unconscious, Catherine told God, “If you save me from this, in some sort of way I will offer my life to you.” Then she became unconscious and awoke to the shouts of the Finnish White Guards, who had defeated the Bolsheviks.7

After a brief reunification with their families, the couple went to Murmansk, Russia, where Boris served in the White Army against the Bolsheviks. Catherine again worked as a nurse and saw the violence and atrocities the Bolsheviks committed, following Lenin’s words that “revolution is in itself an act of terrorism. . . . It is likewise evident that when the revolution is most in danger the dictatorship must be most pitiless.”8 That explained the castrated solders, the ones tied to trees with their intestines sliced open, the ones with the missing arms and legs. Catherine saw the depths of evil that humans could commit.

When the British evacuated northern Russia and Boris was injured, the couple left for England under the guidance of the British military. Within five months, the Bolshevik army defeated the White Army. In England, Catherine fulfilled a childhood dream to join the Catholic Church. Soon they emigrated to Canada, where Catherine gave birth to her only child, George, in 1921.

They needed money, and so Catherine worked first in manual labor and then, starting in 1924, quite lucratively as a public speaker telling exotic tales about her experiences in Russia for the Community Chautauqua of Canada, an outdoor university of sorts that brought cultural events, entertainment, and lecturers to small towns across Canada. Catherine’s greatest trial was being away from George, her son, whom the unemployed Boris kept even as he saw a mistress. Catherine sent money to them to support George, but it funded Boris’s lifestyle. She went to New York to work, but the work was unstable as she lectured and helped book lectures for a lecture bureau. She helped Boris secure a visa, hoping their lives could be rebuilt together, and she faded in her faith. Boris again took up with his mistress, and Catherine lost hope for reconciliation. But she could not shake the nagging thought that God had saved her for something more than this. But what? The answer brought her back to her roots, to persecution by those who were poor when she was rich. Her answer was in forgiveness and repentance.




QUESTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

How historians think about history is different from definitions of history in popular media. There you may have encountered debates over what the “real” history actually is. I offered a definition of history as “true stories.” They are true in that they must be grounded in evidence. They are stories in that they are shaped by the questions we ask, and we make decisions about what to include or not to include while remaining committed to being as honest as possible. Catherine’s lore about Friendship House’s founding is incomplete, and when we ask additional questions, which I focused around her relationship to the least of these, I was able to write a more complex, fuller story about the origins.


	How would you define history?


	How is the definition I offer similar to or different from that?




Although historians are committed to telling true stories, they often disagree with one another about questions related to causality, significance, change over time, and other matters. These debates are, in a sense, similar to disagreements people can have with friends, colleagues, and family members. As a historian and a teacher (and in my best moments as a parent, spouse, daughter, and friend), I am committed to being able to articulate someone’s position on a subject in a way they would say is accurate, even if I do not agree with them. Psychologists call this reflective listening.


	How might this definition of history as interpretive (and often debated) be helpful in strengthening your relationships with others?




Narratives about history are contested because they are not only about the past but also about who “we” are. For instance, are Americans a people characterized by freedom, or are we fundamentally oppressive? You may have heard debates between proponents of revisionist history and traditional narratives, with each side claiming that theirs is the right way to interpret the past.


	How could a more complex understanding of what constitutes history offer a different lens into these debates?
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The Significance of Money
How Catholic social teaching gave Catherine a way to respond to urban poverty and why her repentance is a good model.




CONFESSING SIN

In 1932, Catherine began an undercover assignment for Archbishop McNeil of Toronto, Canada. Her job was to infiltrate communist reading rooms to learn why so many poor workers found communism appealing. Her fluency in Russian no doubt helped her work. She would refer to this assignment obliquely in later writings, describing the awful working conditions people faced and the precarious moral situations that resulted, especially for young women. I suspect some of her descriptions of working-class folks come from this time in her 1947 book Friendship House, which she wrote to share with others her vision of God’s love for poor people and his concern about racial injustice.

Catherine’s approach to communism in word and in deed was striking. She thought communism held false promises and may have even been evil, but she never condemned communists. This distinction is important, and in this chapter I want us to ask what we can learn from Catherine’s approach to a worldview and people with whom she vehemently disagreed. Catherine exemplified humility in her approach, a posture essential to doing history and Christian discipleship (which we will return to in later chapters). People tell a story—although unverified with evidence—about Catherine’s contemporary G. K. Chesterton, who, when answering the question “What is wrong with the world today?” responded simply, “I am.” I suspect Catherine would have answered similarly. Together, we will puzzle over Catherine’s approach using, among other things, her 1947 memoir, Friendship House.

Although she could have written disparagingly about her Russian neighbors and other poor Russians who tried to kill her during the Bolshevik Revolution, Catherine described herself as complicit in the oppressive context that led to their sin in her book, Friendship House. When she wrote about being trapped in her manor, Catherine said she realized then that she, like “most Christians, Catholics included,” had given to “God only ‘intellectual allegiance’” and had worshiped the idols of “wealth, power and fame.” While nearly starving to death, she realized, “I too had been guilty, rendering to Christ lip-service only. I had failed to show my fellow-men the Face of Christ shining through my soul, and I had been found out. Having failed to integrate my belief into my daily life, I had no right to complain. My sin had found its punishment in this world instead of in the next.”1

We must treat this passage with care. We cannot argue, based on a published book in 1947 and no other evidence, that in 1919 Catherine realized that her sin led to her destruction. I have not read sources closer to the 1919 event that substantiate this narrative. The claim I can make as a historian, however, is that in 1947 Catherine told a story of her life that made her complicit in the evils resulting from the Communist Revolution. She came to believe, or at least publicly proclaimed, that she and other Christians like her who had not aligned their lives with the gospel, thinking they could worship God and not work to end poverty, were at least partly to blame for others’ turn to revolution. This position is powerful because she did not set herself apart from idol worshipers but rather made herself as one who had worshiped idols but now sought to love God instead.




LEARNING WHAT IT WAS LIKE TO BE POOR

Catherine’s prophetic witness was first about the physical suffering of people, and she came to this position because changing her context changed her perspective. Even if Catherine had realized in 1919 that she had worshiped mammon, when she began lecturing on the Chautauqua circuit in 1920s Canada, she earned a steady income and lived comfortably. She claimed, though, that she could not escape the nagging feeling that God had saved her life for more than her personal comfort.

McNeil’s request that she investigate why so many workers were becoming communist provided an opening to a new life. Catherine undertook a yearlong, secret study of the working class, living among them and gathering the data that she would turn into a ninety-five-page report for McNeil, to whom she would later dedicate her book Friendship House. The archbishop’s question of why workers were attracted to the Communist Party is an important one and reflects both the inheritance of deep Catholic thinking in Catholic social teaching about the relationship between workers and those who employed them, and McNeil’s sensitivity to the dynamics of working-class life.

But his request also seems odd given when Catherine began her research. She did the investigative research starting in 1932, when she was thirty-six years old. Less than three years later, in the summer of 1935, the Communist Party in Russia instituted a new strategy that effectively increased its influence among workers around the world. Fascism was a rising political threat, and party leaders thought defeating it mattered more in the short term than promoting world revolution. The Communist International or Comintern, an international communist organization led by Russia, instructed Communist Party branches around the world to change tactics, becoming less sectarian and instead coming out into the open. Many Canadians in the throes of the Depression blamed the state’s failure for their economic hardship rather than their own failures. They were willing to listen to an organization that promised to revive Canada. Communists opened club rooms, where they fostered vigorous political debate, hosted parties for high school students, ran summer camps for adults and children, engaged in electoral politics (a shift from their earlier eschewal of elections), emphasized their own respectability, and pointed to the compatibility of Christianity and communism. In August 1937, the year after Catherine would leave Toronto, one of the Communist Party clubs provided games, community singing, swimming, bands, sports, and a popularity contest at their second annual picnic in Toronto. Efforts like these made the Canadian Communist Party’s membership explode, jumping from five thousand members in 1934 to about fifteen thousand members in 1937.2

But Catherine moved to the slums and lived among working-class immigrants before the Popular Front period, when the Communist Party was still relatively small, which made me wonder how Archbishop McNeil understood the urgency of the question. A historian’s work on anticommunism and Catholicism in Toronto helped me answer the question. Part of McNeil’s concern was ideological. In the 1920s, McNeil knew that the party denounced religion as the opiate of the masses and promoted atheism. McNeil’s work with Toronto’s Red Squad shaped his perspective. The Red Squad was a police force that tried to stop the spread of communism by jailing party members for passing out propaganda, stopping meetings held in foreign languages, and preventing communists from campaigning. It used violence and force. While McNeil may not have known about the violence, he supported the surveillance. Confidential files from the Red Squad starting in 1923 are in the Archdiocese of Toronto’s archives, suggesting how involved with the Red Squad McNeil was.3 It is possible, then, that McNeil thought violence against people who were communists was permissible if it stopped what he saw as the greater evil of communism’s spread.

If concerns about communism’s ideological and spiritual danger formed part of McNeil’s motivation for sending Catherine undercover, another part may have been a belief that the communists were more effective in converting working-class immigrants than they actually were. The Red Squad’s Inspector Douglas Marshall estimated there were forty thousand communists active in Toronto. Thus, even though historical data suggests that in 1932 communists were not successful in recruiting workers to the party, McNeil saw them as a numerical threat.

Given this context, how should we tell the story of Catherine’s study of the social problems facing immigrants in working-class Toronto? This same historian portrayed Catherine as a spy who collaborated with an unjust, inhumane system. After all, she was working for an archbishop who colluded with the Red Squad, a form of state-sponsored oppression, and she did not reveal her intentions to the communists she met while on this mission. This scholar, concerned with the dangers of state and private surveillance, wrote that Catherine’s “Russian heritage and ability to speak several Slavic languages allowed her easy entry into communist organizations. Living among the immigrant poor, in October 1931, Catherine began infiltrating communist organizations and compiling a survey of their activities.”4

Catherine, however, wrote about her study of communism’s spread among workers not as infiltration, which suggests evil, but as an act of love. She understood poor workers’ problems as exacerbated by the Depression but fundamentally rooted in the problems of industrial capitalism. These problems, she said, were inadequately addressed by the Catholic Church, which drove people away from the church and into the arms of communists. Catherine’s intent does matter.

McNeil likely would have understood his actions similarly. McNeil was the first bishop in Canada to formally introduce Catholic social thought, the intentional questioning of what Catholicism has to say to economics and the problems of poor people, into his archdiocese. In an era of great inequality between the wealthy and the poor, Catholic social teaching offered a way forward that honored the image of God in each person.




WHY CATHERINE RETURNED TO THE SLUMS

After her investigative work ended, Catherine wanted to return to live among the poor to show them Jesus. Her work of learning and studying the problem had changed her, and she wanted to act. She believed that sharing life with those suffering would offer hope to them. As she would write years later about her Friendship House in Harlem,


We had to be poor as they were poor. We had to experience the way of life they experienced. We had to experience the crowded apartments with their poor ventilation; unbearably hot in the summer and unbearably cold in the winter. We had to experience the poor plumbing which, at times, could threaten our very lives. . . . Because we identified in these ways, those who received things from us did not hate us. They began to love us. The law of love, the law of Christ, began to work in Harlem in a tangible way.5



McNeil gave Catherine permission to return to the slums and to open Friendship House, intended to bring working-class people to the church by caring for them materially and providing Catholic answers to their economic concerns. Shortly after opening, the St. Francis Friendship House relocated to 122 Portland Street, which was populated by Czechoslovakians, Poles, Russians, and Ukrainians. Catherine strategically located the house across from the Protestant Church of All Nations and a communist hall.6 Catherine modeled Friendship House on communist reading rooms, providing books to read, clubs for children, and fellowship for adults, except that she fed those who came a strong diet of Catholic social thought.

Catherine’s Friendship House operated in an alternative economy, one of trust in God’s provision. She earned no income and had no insurance. Catherine reported that God did provide: “‘We just trust in the Holy Ghost.’ The Holy Ghost not only sent us the Brothers Christopher who must be fed, and the poor boys and girls of the neighborhood who must be fed and clothed and taught and kept off the streets as much as possible, and all the others who come to us with their needs . . . but He also sent us the things we must have to minister to them.”7 She believed God equipped her for the work he called her to.

From this context of living among the poor, Catherine critiqued the church and her fellow Christians for their pursuit of individual advancement. “These are tragic days,” Catherine reflected.


Humanity has forgotten God. Because of that, some of us who still remember Him, have left homes and friends. We have come to live among the needy and the poor, to help them atone for the rich who have forgotten their brothers, the poor. We feel we are privileged and rich beyond the dreams of men, for we are doing it for Christ whom we see in all the poor and downtrodden.8






A SPIRITUALITY THAT INCLUDES CARING FOR THE POOR

If Archbishop McNeil and Catherine were seeking to apply Catholic social teaching in Toronto, why were so many Catholics in the category of those who had forgotten God, as Catherine said? The pair was on the cutting edge of Catholic social teaching but represented a smaller stream of theology within Catholicism. Most Catholics’ spiritual formation did not adequately address deep suffering of the era—both as experienced by workers and as perpetuated in part by employers. Catholic spiritual formation, broadly, was concerned mostly with the individual, and confession manuals and the like helped individual Catholics avoid specific, personal sins. While Catholics viewed sin as serious, a matter of heaven and hell, they saw it as relating mostly to their own personal piety, not the social order. For most Catholics, this conception of sin as an individual problem continued through the 1960s. As one version of the Baltimore Catechism puts it, “[Actual sin] is a sin which we actually commit ourselves. Actual sin is any willful thought, desire, word, action or omission which God forbids us to do.”9 But McNeil, Catherine, and others argued that while a person should be concerned with their individual righteousness, they also must see themselves as part of a whole with which they were concerned.10

They rooted their understanding of sin and God’s call on God’s people in Catholic social thought, whose foundational document was Pope Leo XIII’s 1891 encyclical Rerum Novarum. Also known as Rights and Duties of Capital and Labor, the encyclical calls for a middle way between communism and unfettered capitalism. It argues that owners and workers have mutual responsibilities to each other. The encyclical affirms the right of private property but recognizes that, in a society where those who own the means of production can leverage more power, workers need special protection. It also observes, contrary to a prosperity gospel, that God cares for the economically and spiritually poor: “God Himself seems to incline rather to those who suffer misfortune; for Jesus Christ calls the poor ‘blessed’; (Matt.5:3) He lovingly invites those in labor and grief to come to Him for solace; (Matt. 11:28) and He displays the tenderest charity toward the lowly and the oppressed.”11 While the encyclical is conservative in that it promotes change through changing people’s attitudes rather than structural change in society, in its context people saw it as radical because it calls for help for the poor and lays out the responsibilities of capital. In 1931, Pope Pius XI published Quadragesimo Anno, updating Catholic social teaching in light of the Depression, and argued to restructure society along more corporatist lines.

McNeil brought Catholic social teaching to his archdiocese, believing that social Catholicism “comprehends not only the care of those in actual want and distress, but the prevention of causes of want and destress, and the promotion of rehabilitations, physically, morally, and vocationally.”12 McNeil, along with Catherine and other Catholics who tried to find this third way in their day-to-day lives between capitalism and communism, wanted to both change individuals and address systemic problems.

When we think about how to narrate Catherine’s move into the slums, we must account for her commitment to Catholic social thought in the context of her efforts to fight communism. Historians know that accounts will vary, depending on the questions people are concerned with and the sources they use. But they cannot just dismiss critiques, accounts, or evidence that does not mesh nicely with what they want to say. Catherine did go undercover. She likely lied about her identity, and she participated in a system of relationships that did oppress citizens and immigrants—all made in the image of God—who promoted communism. Even if she did not know about the details of the Red Squad, she was implicated in their work because of the connections. But we cannot dismiss her as simply duplicitous because the situation was more complicated. She did this work out of a conviction that was like the communists’. She wanted to make the world better for workers, to end their suffering, and in so doing to bring them back to the faith.




WE HAVE FALLEN SHORT

Catherine insisted that her fellow Catholics not blame workers for finding communism appealing and said Catholics must consider how they were to blame. She wrote, “We rave and rant about ‘foreigners’ being Communists in our cities yet never stop to think of our responsibility for their being there and being such.”13 Catherine’s argument is significant. Her immersion in a poor context made her acutely aware of her neighbors’ suffering. Her faith led her to believe that God did not like their suffering.

Like the Hebrew prophets of old, few Catholics wanted to listen to her. Priests and laypeople alike called her communist for her insistence that the church work on behalf of the poor. After McNeil died, a panel of five priests investigated Catherine and Friendship House and determined that Friendship House would be better run by priests. Catherine wrote to her friend Dorothy Day of the Catholic Worker movement, “FH Toronto is closed down. The reasons? To you I can tell the truth: too radical Catholic Action stepping on ecclesiastical and rich people’s toes. Priestly jealousy. That is all.”14 Catherine’s letter suggests the raw emotion of her “deportation,” as she called it, and is an effective description of the immediate context.

But Catherine’s narrative does not account fully for the priests. It is possible, as she suggested, that they were too concerned with wealth and their own authority. But their context may also not have equipped them to receive prophetic calls from a single laywoman saying something profoundly different from what they had known. When McNeil came to Toronto as archbishop, few people had heard of Catholic social thought. In the whole of Canada, he was the first person to try to systematically introduce it into his archdiocese, which he did through seminary education, periodicals, and speakers. At least the older priests’ seminary training and everyone’s Catholic culture did not equip them to prioritize social justice and hear and respond with humility to a layperson speaking prophetically to them.




COMMUNISM’S APPEAL TO BLACK NEW YORKERS

Immediately after fleeing Toronto, Catherine landed in New York, staying with Dorothy Day.15 Then she went to Europe for a year to study Catholic action, a way of spiritual formation that taught practitioners to study a situation, judge what a Christian response would be, and then act to bring the situation in line with Christ’s kingdom. Always the future for Catherine seemed uncertain.

After two years, in 1938, Catherine sensed a call to New York, where, like in Toronto, she would resist communism’s advance among poor workers. Catherine would later report that Father John LaFarge, a Jesuit priest who was a leader in the Catholic interracial movement, wanted her to come to New York and found a Friendship House in Harlem to combat communism among Black New Yorkers. It is likely that Catherine had known the priest at least since 1927. Catherine’s Black colleague, Ellen Tarry, reported in an oral history that Catherine’s husband, Boris, had tutored LaFarge in Russian.16 LaFarge asked Father Michael Mulvoy of Harlem’s St. Mark’s parish to invite Catherine to Harlem. Mulvoy did, and Catherine moved into Harlem.

The neighborhood she entered was home to the Harlem Renaissance, a flourishing of Black literature and arts. Yet for all its rich literary, musical, and artistic culture, it was poor. As Black poet Langston Hughes observed, “The ordinary Negroes [in Harlem] hadn’t heard of the Harlem Renaissance. If they had, it hadn’t raised wages any.”17 When the Great Depression wracked the world, some Black Americans would argue that not much changed. As one worker remembered, “The Negro was born in depression. It didn’t mean too much to him, The Great American Depression, as you call it. There was no such thing. The best he could be is a janitor or a porter or a shoeshine boy.”18 Nonetheless, the Depression hit Harlem hard, an extensive impact caused in part by White racism. Unemployment was about 60 percent in Harlem throughout the Depression, and half of families were on relief as White workers replaced Black workers in jobs such as house cleaning. Overall, the number of skilled workers declined by 50 percent.19

[image: 3 teenagers: a tall boy on the left, a smiling Black girl in the center, a Black girl with pursed lips on the right.]

Figure 2.1. Catherine de Hueck in Harlem, late 1930s or early 1940s. Courtesy of Madonna House Archives, Combermere, Canada




In this context, communism was appealing to many African Americans, although this appeal was by no means natural or inevitable. In the 1920s the Communist Party had little appeal for most Black Americans. During that decade, the Communist Party in the United States largely avoided addressing what came to be called “the Negro question,” which meant the particular and pervasive discrimination Black Americans faced. Instead, most communists adopted a colorblind approach, saying the real issue was not social equality but economic freedom. Even after the White-on-Black riots across America in 1919, the party held that the issue was not race but class. A handful of Black American communists, including Jamaican immigrant and author Claude McKay, who would later convert to Catholicism through Friendship House, argued that African Americans’ situation demanded special attention from the Communist Party because they suffered not primarily because they were working class but because they were Black.20 The Comintern, however, deferred to the mostly White Communist Party USA leadership on racial matters, and those leaders adopted a perspective that prioritized economic matters as separate from and over and above racial matters. This position made the Communist Party irrelevant to most African Americans.

The situation changed, however, when the Communist Party’s legal arm, International Labor Defense, joined the defense of the Scottsboro boys. In 1931, two poor White women who had been riding the rails claimed that nine Black teenagers had raped them when the train was stopped in Alabama by a posse of White men looking for a group of White youth. Following the South’s racial logic and despite what most people thought were false accusations, the young men were charged with murder and sentenced to death. The boys’ mothers, however, worked to defend their sons and welcomed the help of the Communist Party alongside the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in court, along with organizing mass demonstrations, writing editorials, and going on national and international speaking tours. As Janie Patterson, one of the mothers, said, “I haven’t got no schooling, but I have five senses and I know Negroes can’t win by themselves. . . . I have faith that they will free him [her son, Haywood Patterson], if we all is united behind them. . . . I don’t care whether they are Reds, Greens, or Blues. They are the only ones who put up a fight to save the boys and I am with them to the end.”21 Their combined efforts made the case widely known and made many African Americans appreciate that there were some White people, communists, who were willing to help them in what they knew was a trumped-up case.

If the communists’ defense of the Scottsboro case made Black Americans realize that White communists were the only White people in America who seemed to care about their situation, the Communist Party demonstrated that concern in sustained ways throughout the Depression. Because of their higher rates of unemployment, Black Americans were hungrier and evicted from their homes at higher rates than White Americans. But communists helped them in Harlem and Black communities throughout the nation. Mothers, desperate to shelter their families, upon an eviction notice would turn to communists to help. Contemporary Black sociologists Horace Cayton and St. Clair Drake observed that when an eviction notice came, “It was not unusual for a mother to shout to the children, ‘Run quick and find the Reds!’”22

But White communists did more than help African Americans. They treated them as equals. As Arthur Falls, a Black Catholic medical doctor who would later welcome Catherine’s Friendship House to Chicago, observed in 1931 about the Communist Party, “One sees white and colored sharing in the positions of responsibility in the organization, as well as in the rank and file. One sees white and colored marching side by side in their parades, funerals, and other public demonstrations. To a large number of Negroes, this is the first contact with a group of white people who say ‘Comrade’ and seem to mean it.” Those who joined the party, Falls noted, did believe “that the Communist Party offers the only chance of true ‘equality of opportunity’ for which the group has been fighting so long.”23

Friendship House leader Ellen Tarry reflected the mixed views many Catholics working for interracial justice held toward communism. On the one hand, they admired that communists were actually living what they preached: that Black and White workers could unite together and work for justice. Communists’ actions profoundly contrasted White Catholics (and White Protestants), who preached a universal church, open to people from all racial backgrounds, but in practice actively excluded Black Catholics from their parishes and turned a blind eye to their calls for justice (as we will discuss more in the next chapter). Tarry was disgusted with White Catholics’ responses to Black Americans’ turn toward communism. She gained a national audience in 1940 when reviewing Richard Wright’s book Native Son, which won wide acclaim. Tarry wrote in the White Jesuit magazine Commonweal that she was concerned that “in Catholic circles many have lamented the fact that the Negro writer who has arisen as the spokesman for his race should be a communist.” Tarry noted that Wright, whom she called a God-fearing communist, “was not born a communist. Existing social, economic and political conditions have made him so.” She noted that Catholics were “among those who are responsible for some of the conditions that have led Richard Wright and scores of others into the ranks of the reds,” and that it was time for “Christian America to shed its coat of hypocrisy and admit its sin.”24

While no more than one thousand Black Harlemites joined the Communist Party, many found its universal call and advocacy for their well-being appealing and appreciated their activism. When Catherine moved to Harlem, communists were some of, if not the only, White people who actively worked for Black people’s benefit. There was the rare exception, of course, such as Father Michael Mulvoy, who was known as the blackest White man in Harlem. But that he and then Catherine were exceptions to the overarching pattern in Catholicism—and even liberalism—in the North cannot be overstated. As Catherine noted, “Here [in Harlem] poverty, misery, race discrimination bring much hardship and sorrow. Here Communists find fertile ground for their claims that they the godless, have the only solution of the Race problem.”25




QUESTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Catherine argued at the end of her life that it would have been impossible for her to fully understand the experiences of African Americans had she not lived with them, sharing the difficult living conditions they faced. She and other leaders in Friendship House would regularly note that they gained credibility among their neighbors by living in their communities, rather than coming in to work and leaving at the end of the day for a safer neighborhood. Because they were neighbors, their help was received with love, rather than disdain. As we will see, all of the people in this book moved close to those suffering within economic and racial systems.


	How can you learn what your neighbor’s experience is like?


	Are you close to those who are suffering because of economic issues? What would stop you from moving closer?




Catherine did not condemn communists and those who joined their ranks, and neither did the African Americans who appreciated White communists’ help when their backs were against the wall. To Catherine and to many African Americans, White communists seemed to be the only White people who were acting in a “Christian” manner by treating people equally and helping poor Black people.


	In what ways may others who are not Christians be acting in a more Christian manner than you or your church? Than our contemporary Christian culture?


	What role do you play in contributing to a culture in which Christians do not live as Christians are called to live? How can you repent as Catherine did?




Catherine confessed her sin of not loving God as she ought and not loving her neighbor as herself as she reflected on the rise of communism. She placed the blame for the problem not “out there” but in her own life.


	Do you have a tendency to blame others?


	What do you need to confess?




In contemporary society, we often hear debates about what matters more in fostering inequality in American society: race or class. Catherine’s experiences and critiques, written in a different context from our own, break down that race-versus-class binary and show how complicated and intersected they are.


	To what extent do you think the debate matters? How does it function in your own context?
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