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Foreword to the First Edition

PHILIP YANCEY
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On November 4, 2008, I boarded a plane for Memphis just before polling places closed in the east. Stepping off the plane three hours later, I turned to the first person I saw, an African American baggage handler. “Do you know who won the election?” He proceeded to give me a complete breakdown of the Electoral College results and which states Barack Obama would need to clinch victory. I got a strong clue as to how much this election meant to a people who have spent far more years oppressed than liberated by democracy.

The next day I toured the National Civil Rights Museum built around the motel where Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated. For several hours I revisited the scenes I had known so well as a teenager coming of age in the South. The brave college students in Greensboro, North Carolina, who sat at a lunch counter as goons stamped out cigarettes in their hair, squirted mustard and ketchup in their faces, then knocked them off the stools and kicked them while white policemen looked on, laughing. The eerie scenes of weightless children flying through mist in Birmingham, Alabama, propelled by high-powered fire hoses. The Freedom Ride bus burned in Alabama, the corpses unburied in Mississippi.

Looking back, it seems incredible to imagine such ferocity directed against people who were seeking the basic ingredients of human dignity: the right to vote, to eat in restaurants and stay in motels, to attend college (two hundred National Guardsmen escorted James Meredith to his first class at the University of Mississippi, and even so people died in the ensuing riots).

Outside the museum, words from King’s final “I have been to the mountaintop” speech are forged in steel, words that caught in my throat on a sunny day mere hours after Obama was elected as our first African American president: “I may not get there with you, but I want you to know that we, as a people, will get to the Promised Land.” The next day King died in a pool of blood on the very spot where I was standing.

Although many Christians have important policy differences with President Obama, this historical moment offers a golden time for reflection and, yes, repentance over our share in the sin of racism that has marked this nation since its founding. It took Southern Baptists 150 years to apologize for their support of slavery, and not until 2008 did Bob Jones University admit their error in barring black students before 1971. Their words of apology—“We failed to accurately represent the Lord and to fulfill the commandment to love others as ourselves”—apply to many of us, for many conservative Christians vigorously opposed the movement. Can we now respond to a leader’s call for healing and reconciliation?
 *    *     *

I have much in common with Charles Marsh, a Southern Baptist minister’s son growing up in a small southern town in the late sixties who began to question the assumptions of his family and the surrounding racist culture. I have followed with great interest his writings on the topic, such as God’s Long Summer: Stories of Faith and Civil Rights and The Last Days: A Son’s Story of Sin and Segregation at the Dawn of a New South.

And John Perkins played a key role in my own enlightenment on racial issues. In 1974, ten years after the landmark Civil Rights Bill, I accepted his invitation to visit the small town of Mendenhall, just south of Jackson. As a black minister, Perkins had lived through the worst nightmares of the Civil Rights movement. I heard the stories of his own encounters with violent sheriffs and the Ku Klux Klan during the week I spent in Mississippi. I slept on a foldout sofa in the living room of his home, which meant I got very little sleep since Perkins went to bed late and rose long before sunrise to read his Bible and pore over newspapers and journals piled on his kitchen table. I doubt I was the first white guest to integrate Perkins’s home, though he had been the first black guest in many white homes during his speaking tours across the country. We had much time to talk, and I learned to appreciate Perkins’s graciousness in reaching out to the white community from whom he had received such abuse.

Most local ministers of Perkins’s evangelical persuasion stuck to preaching the gospel and left human needs to social workers and government agencies. Perkins accepted the broader mission proclaimed by Jesus (Luke 4:18-19):


	to preach the gospel to the poor


	to heal the brokenhearted


	to proclaim liberty to the captives


	and recovery of sight to the blind


	to set at liberty those who are oppressed


	to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord




After one horrific night of torture in jail, Perkins underwent a crisis of faith. “It was time for me to decide if I really did believe what I’d so often professed, that only in the love of Christ, not in power of violence, is there any hope for me or the world. I began to see how hate could destroy me. In the end, I had to agree with Dr. King that God wanted us to return good for evil, not evil for evil. ‘Love your enemy,’ Jesus said. And I determined to do it. It’s a profound, mysterious truth, Jesus’ concept of love overpowering hate. I may not see it in my lifetime. But I know it’s true. Because on that bed, full of bruises and stitches, God made it true in me. I got a transfusion of hope.”

Over the next decades, Perkins moved to Los Angeles, where he founded both a local and national organization for community development based on what he had learned in Mendenhall, then returned to Mississippi to lead a movement for racial reconciliation. John Perkins’s son Spencer soon took up the torch, joining with Chris Rice, a young white man, to write and speak on the topic of racial reconciliation. Tragically, Spencer died of heart failure at the age of forty-three.

In some ways, Welcoming Justice recapitulates the message proclaimed first by the father and then the son. John Perkins, an elderly African American who has become a kind of guru on the topic of race and hands-on community development, joins with Charles Marsh, a white scholar who directs the Project on Lived Theology at the University of Virginia. Both are committed to the belief that the church can play a central role in racial healing. As Marsh writes, “It is unlikely that anyone has ever read Nietzsche’s The Antichrist or Derrida’s Dissemination and been inspired to open a soup kitchen. . . . Still, my research has shown me that only as long as the Civil Rights movement remained anchored in the church—in the energies, convictions and images of the biblical narrative and the worshiping community—did the movement have a vision.”

Martin Luther King Jr. used to say that the real goal was not to defeat the white man but “to awaken a sense of shame within the oppressor and challenge his false sense of superiority. . . . The end is reconciliation; the end is redemption; the end is the creation of the beloved community.” (Sadly, that exalted vision got lost amid the cataclysmic events of the late 1960s and in the racial divide that seemed to widen socially even as legal barriers fell.) Together, Perkins and Marsh are attempting to restore the vision, both conceptually and practically, showing how theology can indeed be lived out in a multicultural society despite its deeply stained past. I know of no better time to attempt such a project, and no team better equipped to accomplish it.
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On the morning of Saturday, August 12, 2017, I put on my running shoes, a pair of shorts and a red T-shirt emblazoned with the words “Love Is the Final Fight”—a gift from John and Vera Mae Perkins.

I had been away from Charlottesville for the past month and disconnected from most of the organizing efforts to mount a nonviolent counterprotest against the Unite the Right march. But numerous colleagues and friends—as well as my twenty-four-year-old son—had joined, and I wanted to be present and offer encouragement. Twitter was blowing up with the news that white nationalists had begun convening around the Robert E. Lee statue in the downtown park that had until recently borne his name.

What I observed and encountered over the next several hours overwhelmed my understanding of American racism. What I had expected was a ragged procession of Southern secessionists and Sam Bowers wannabes intoning the sacredness of the sovereign white South before dispersing back into their enclave. What I observed and encountered was the new face of American racism; it registered no shame and appeared fully confident in its dehumanizing aspirations, ready for war.

Although I came of age in a Mississippi town that in 1967 was regarded by the FBI as the nation’s epicenter of Klan terrorism, it was not until the morning of August 12, 2017, on the streets of our university town, that I first saw men attired in Klan regalia in full public display.1 And not only Klansmen but also neo-Nazis, Aryan skinheads, and a variety of militias and other anti-Semitic groups connected historically to obscure Eastern European fascists—and with chilling bravado and entitlement. I saw men dropping the Heil Hitler salute outside of coffee shops and yoga studios and white nationalists pointing handguns and semi-automatic rifles into the line of clergy who were singing “This Little Light of Mine.”

Had the gates of hell opened? Russell Moore denounced the white racism displayed in Charlottesville as “idolatry of the flesh”; he called white supremacy “devil worship that often pretends that it is speaking for God.”2 I say amen to that. Except these were not demons but white Americans raised on homegrown bigotry.

I heard the racist mobs shouting, “Death to Jews,” “F—— you, f——s,” and “Go the f—— back to Africa, n——s.” Amid such brutality, police officers, state patrolmen and heavily militarized guardsmen gazed impassively, intervening only to give safe harbor to the alt-right. Had it not been for the interventions of the antifascists, it is unlikely the nonviolent protesters would have survived that day without serious injury.3

Around 1:45 p.m. on Saturday afternoon, my wife texted to say she heard loud screaming at the corner of Main Street and Fourth and was heading in that direction. When I arrived minutes later scores of bodies lay broken and bleeding in the narrow street.
 *    *     *

On the night of August 11, 2017, a thirty-two-year-old white woman from a working-class family in rural Virginia watched the news reports of a white nationalist rally earlier in the evening on the campus of the University of Virginia. It shocked and alarmed her to see men processing onto the historic lawn, holding aloft tiki torches and chanting, “You will not replace us! Jews will not replace us!” Heather initially expressed hesitation when asked whether she wanted to counterprotest the next day during the Unite the Right rally, which two UVA graduates had organized to showcase the emerging power of the alt-right.4 Later that night, however, she texted a friend, “I feel compelled to go, to show solidarity.” No one was surprised.

Heather Heyer was raised by a single mom in a single-wide trailer, “on the bottom end of the middle class.” She could have easily found herself embittered and resentful, taking a place alongside other white women in the Unite the Right march, waiving Confederate flags and “Deport Islam” banners. But she had taken a different path. As a child, she amused her mother and friends by bringing home destitute classmates or children of the travelers who came through western Virginia on freight trains, sometimes crowded into empty coal cars for shelter. They had little to give these poor ones, her mother said, but modest servings of home-cooked food and “family values.” Colleagues at the law firm where Heather worked as a paralegal said it was not unusual to find her crying at her computer over a story on Facebook or in the news. Stories of violence against racial and sexual minorities especially grieved her.

On Saturday morning, Heather dressed in a plain black T-shirt with “her brown hair braided down her back.” She wore “no offensive clothing, carried no weapons”—she had never heard of the “Antifa”—and “had nothing in [her] hands other than cell phones and car keys.”5

Walking east along Water Street—a thoroughfare that runs parallel to the historic downtown district, usually called the downtown mall—Heather stopped when she saw a woman representing an alt-right group and asked in a conversational manner why the woman “had aligned herself with a hate group of violent white men.” The woman seemed surprised and could not give her an answer. “She says she can’t comment,” Heather said to her friends, who stood to the side watching the exchange. Heather tried again “to draw out the alt-right woman’s arguments, calling on two of her greatest strengths—being a sympathetic listener and a strongly opinionated fighter for social justice. But in this case she wasn’t getting any traction.”6

When the three friends reached Fourth Street, they turned left, hoping to squeeze through the narrow street and reach the downtown mall.

A freshman at a county high school happened to be standing near Heather on Fourth Street when a gray Dodge Challenger driven by a twenty-year-old white nationalist from Ohio accelerated into the crowd. On impact, the freshman was swept onto the hood of the car and knocked unconscious. Heather died within minutes of blunt-force injury to the chest. Scores of bodies were strewn about the street and sidewalk. Medical personnel moved through the phalanx of the armed patrol, but they remained spectatorial in their collective indifference. Nineteen people were injured, including the high school freshman, who was an honor student and immigrant from Tanzania. She later said, “[Heather] gave her life just to fight for equal rights, and, I mean, that’s amazing.”7

“She didn’t go there to be a martyr,” Heather Heyer’s mother, Susan Bro, told an interviewer. “This is part of my frustration with people, who either make her out to be a martyr in that she went there to die, or that she was a saint and angel and godly person.”8 Heather had been “raised a Christian,” but Bro left the church after feeling unwelcome as a single mother—and a woman inclined to speak her mind and not mince words.9 “The church didn’t have any use for single mothers,” she said. Outside the church, Heather found a home among ordinary people—in work and play—and through acts of kindness. “Treat everyone as equal,” Bro told her daughter again and again. “Whether you have God, or no religion, or whatever, you still have an obligation to be ethically and morally strict.” Live joyfully and with concern for others.10

“It didn’t matter who you were or where you were from,” said her father, Mark Heyer, at the standing-room only memorial service in Charlottesville. “If she loved you, that was it. You were stuck.”11

Outside the brick-and-mortar church, Heather was nurtured by the strength of family, friendships and her heritage in the “mountain people” of Appalachia, whose strong traditions of resistance and social justice have largely been forgotten. She lived with a forthright attention to fairness and equality.

Her ashes are interred in an undisclosed location. Her mother, almost a year after Heather’s murder, continues to receive death threats and menacing letters.
 *    *     *

Alt-right protesters greeted news of Heather’s death with jubilation. “[She] was a fat, disgusting Communist,” tweeted Jason Kessler. “Communists have killed 94 million. Looks like it was payback time.”12 The publisher of the Daily Stormer, Andrew Anglin, called Heather a “‘drain on society’ because she was unmarried and childless.”13 Like many of the white nationalists in Charlottesville, Anglin is a Holocaust denier who believes that his writings in the Daily Stormer delivered the presidency to Trump (the “ultimate saviour”) by inspiring hundreds of thousands of white nationalists to the polls.14

Chris Cantwell, who was mocked on social media as the “crying Nazi” after tearing up in a YouTube video about the media’s unfair treatment of his neo-Nazi comrades, told Elle Reeve of Vice that he had come to Charlottesville to make himself “more capable of violence.” (Reeve’s extraordinary documentary film, “Charlottesville: Race and Terror,” remains the single most informative and courageous reportage of the day.) Cantwell, who packed four guns and a knife at the march, fully expected many more “Jewish commies and criminals” to die in the coming ethno-nationalist crusade. “We’ll f——g kill all these people if we have to.” Although a few Make America Great Again hats could be seen among the white nationalists at the rally, Cantwell said he wanted a president who was much more racist than Trump.15

Among the legions of white racists in Charlottesville, David Duke preened merrily. The best-known racist of his generation, founder of the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan (KKKK), he looked older than when he last ran for public office in Louisiana, but tan and buff in his khaki pants and polo shirt. He was thrilled, he gushed, to see the movement he had led for decades achieve such spectacular results—and with the blessings of the new president. He called Charlottesville a “turning point” toward the “fulfill[ment] of the promises of Donald Trump.”16

This was the face of the new racism, unbowed—and empowered—by public exposure, thriving on recognition. But was it really new or only the old national sin emboldened by political power?

At an impromptu memorial service for Heather on the afternoon of the march, the Charlottesville activist Tanesha Hudson told a small interracial group gathered in McIntire Park, “This is what we deal with every day being African-American.”17

In his first public statement, the president of the United States, speaking from his New Jersey golf club, did nothing to counter Kessler’s despicable tweet, nor did he mention Heather Heyer by name or even indirectly pay tribute to her sacrifice. He claimed there were “very fine people, on both sides” who convened “to protest” the removal of a statue of Robert E. Lee. He blamed “both sides” for the violence in Charlottesville.18 In his second statement, he called the Klan “repugnant”;19 in his third, he repeated his first statement that there was blame on “all sides” and praised his advisor Steven Bannon, who had coined the term “alt-right” in his far-right publication, Breitbart News. In his fourth statement, the president circled back again to the first and accused the left and liberal elites, and anyone concerned about the symbolism of Confederate and other national statues associated with slavery, of “trying to take away our history, trying to take away our culture.”20
 *    *     *

Where do we go from here?

My friend and coauthor John Perkins reminds us that the work of trying to enter into the pain of those who suffer can be called passion. It is a voluntary, vicarious suffering in the likeness of Christ. “We’ve got to find passion, the suffering for others that becomes vicarious and redemptive,” he said in remarks at Pepperdine University (March 27, 2018). I am inspired—and humbled—by these words, but I don’t know what to do with them. I cannot enter into another person’s sufferings or share their sorrows out of my own strength. John’s words challenge my imaginative and moral capacities, stretching them to a breaking point. It’s difficult to see a way forward.

I think of Heather Heyer. She did not come to town to become a hero or a saint. She was not a seasoned activist. She did not have a plan or strategy. She felt called to the company of the righteous to “show solidarity.” And that call led to her death. This is my prayer: that I too would find the strength to walk to the corner of Main and Fourth Street.
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When Martin Luther King Jr. moved to Montgomery, Alabama, in the spring of 1954, civil rights activism was not on his mind. King went to Montgomery because the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church offered a great salary, a comfortable parsonage and a highly educated congregation. The fact that King wasn’t looking to become an activist did not come as a disappointment to the congregation. Dexter Avenue had no interest in hiring a racial crusader. Its members had long prided themselves on their access to white elites and their own relative social privilege. Though they shared a common hope for a future without Jim Crow, they were not going to ignite the fires of dissent.

The day after Rosa Parks refused to move from her seat in the front of the bus, Ralph Abernathy talked King into accepting the leadership of the Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA). But King accepted only after being reassured that the boycott would be over in a day. As president of the MIA, King made clear in his first list of demands, which were presented to National City Buslines, that the protest was not about challenging segregation. The NAACP found his demands so weak that they refused to endorse his list. 

At that time, King was no fan of nonviolence either. Glenn Smiley, a white staff member visiting Montgomery with the Fellowship of Reconciliation, claimed to have discovered “an arsenal” in his parsonage.1 “When I was in graduate school,” King had said, “I thought the only way we could solve our problem . . . was an armed revolt.”2 

By the end of the second month of the boycott, King had fallen into despair about his leadership and the direction of the boycott. On a gloomy day in January 1956, fearing that he was a complete failure, King offered his resignation as the president of the MIA. It was not accepted, but King’s doubts about his own abilities as a pastor and organizer remained real and unabated.

Later in that month, King returned home to his parsonage around midnight after a long day of organizational meetings. His wife and young daughter were already in bed, and King was eager to join them. But a threatening call—the kind of call he was getting as many as thirty to forty times a day—interrupted his attempt to get some much-needed rest. When he tried to go back to bed, for some reason he could not shake the menacing voice that kept repeating the hateful words in his head.

King got up, made a pot of coffee and sat down at his kitchen table. With his head buried in his hands, he cried out to God. There in his kitchen in the middle of the night, when he had by his own account come to the end of his strength, King met the living Christ in an experience that would carry him through the remainder of his life. “I heard the voice of Jesus saying still to fight on,” King later recalled. “He promised never to leave me, never to leave me alone. No never alone. No never alone. He promised never to leave me, no never alone.”3

In the stillness of the Alabama night, the voice of Jesus proved more convincing than the threatening voice of the anonymous caller. The voice of Jesus gave him the courage to press through the tumultuous year of 1956 to the victorious end of the Montgomery Bus Boycott. More than that, it gave him a vision for ministry that would drive him for the rest of his life.

When the MIA held a weeklong Institute on Nonviolence and Social Change near the end of their boycott, King looked back at their long hard struggle for justice and made clear its ultimate aim. Though a boycott had been necessary to end discrimination in Montgomery, that boycott was not the end. “The end,” King said, “is reconciliation, the end is redemption, the end is the creation of the beloved community.”4

I begin with this remarkable moment from the early days of King’s involvement in the Civil Rights movement because it points us toward the unfinished business of welcoming justice, the theme of this book. King shows us the plot line of the Civil Rights movement. More than that, he points to the very goal of God’s movement in the world. God gathers us into the family of faith not only for our own sake, but also so that we might welcome justice and build beloved communities for the sake of the world. That is the purpose that drives followers of the risen Christ. It is the movement of the Spirit that began at Pentecost and has continued in faithful communities of discipleship throughout every generation. It is the theological vision that we need desperately to reclaim in our time.


A UNIFYING THEOLOGICAL VISION


For more than twenty years now, I have been writing and researching “lived theology,” exploring the way our ideas about God shape our moral convictions and ideas about community, justice and racial reconciliation. This has not been merely an academic exercise for me.

I grew up in the South in the 1960s. In 1967 my family moved from a sleepy town in south Alabama to Laurel, Mississippi, which had earned a reputation as the epicenter of southern terrorism, home to the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan and their daily installments of misery and violence. My father was a big-hearted son of the Son with his eyes set on denominational prestige, a young preacher at First Baptist Church and cheerfully indifferent to the racial turmoil he was moving his family right into the middle of. The Civil Rights movement, which I observed from various stages of pubescent awkwardness, was our trial by fire.

My dad’s embrace of the reconciling energies of the faith was at first slow and hesitant, though finally it was undeniable. To his congregation of Citizens Councilors and segregationists, he called into question the church’s “closed-door policy” and eventually preached the sermon “Amazing Grace for Every Race.”

In graduate school in the 1980s I was trained in philosophical theology and modern Christian thought. In the early 1990s I found myself teaching at a Jesuit college in Baltimore, writing academic monographs and doing all those things you need to do to get tenure. After finishing a book in 1994 on German theologian and Christian martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer, I was surprised to discover that my thoughts and dreams, and increasingly my journals and notebooks, were filled with memories of my childhood in the Deep South. I had planned to write a book on the doctrine of the Trinity but was having trouble concentrating on this marvelous sacred mystery.

Though my childhood had been very intense and eventful, the South had changed. I had not thought a whole lot about those years while I was in college or graduate school, but now I could think of nothing else. I became suddenly haunted by the memories of those years. Long forgotten fears became once again vivid and alive; memories burst into consciousness like floodwaters.

So in the summer of 1994—thirty years after Freedom Summer of 1964, when students went to the South to help with voter registration for disenfranchised African Americans—I got in my Honda wagon one morning and headed south, with not much more than a full tank of gas, a microcassette recorder and a credit card. This veering off of the straight and narrow road of my academic training changed my life, and it gently invited me into a different kind of theological education.

I was taught to listen more closely to voices outside the academic guild, to engage the subject with humility but also with courage, to be charitable but not to use a false sense of charity as an excuse for risking the concrete word. I learned that theology needs a place.

The experience also brought home to me, in a particularly intense way, the questions Why am I a scholar? and Who am I serving? “You gotta serve somebody, right?” St. Bob sang. Only my professional colleagues? Or a wider audience of men and women who seek the flourishing of human community, who seek justice and practice mercy, who serve the poor?
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