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Foreword

I FIRST SAW MYSELF THROUGH the refracting irises of blue eyes. The eyes of a pink-hued man with sinewed arms reached out in an embrace that never seemed to reach me. Rev. Varnado placed his hands on my head and heart as he plunged my eight-year-old body with Kool-Aid red socks into cold water at the pierced feet of the Blue-Eyed Man while The Mothers led the congregation in “Take Me to the Water.” Every Sunday, I was warned my trespasses would turn that baptismal water to blistering flame. So I concealed myself—the little girl who knew at eight that I loved other girls. The little girl who knew that I would never submit to any man. The girl who was told not to question God. But I had as many questions as there are plaits on the heads of the little Black girls at New Home Missionary Baptist Church in McComb, Mississippi.

A child seeing themselves for the first time is definitive. If the seeing is done through reflection, the returning image is perhaps “I am my mother’s child.” When seeing is done through refraction, the image returns misshapen. Bent. Askew. The image returned from the Blue-Eyed Man told me what I was not. I was not pink-hued. I was not white. I didn’t have blue eyes or straight hair. In my seeing, the Blue-Eyed Man looked like the terrorists who necklaced Black people with sisal rope. The Mothers of the church cried, moaned, laughed, and danced for the Blue-Eyed Man. I would soon join them in fearful surrender.

“Do you know him?” they’d ask. “Do you know Him? His name is Jesus. Tarry there. Call on His name! Jesus, Jesus!” Blue-Eyed Jesus left me bereft, but these Mothers, these Southern Black Church Women were my earthen cloud of witnesses. I was clay in their praying hands. These Mothers—Sister Juanita, Sister Daisy, the Sisters Varnado, Vertis, and Ella—were led in purpose and power by my grandmother, Sister Myrtis Taylor. They all had cracked tile impressions on their Hanes stockinged knees. They shaped me, molded me, made me. What is good in me is good because of their great witness and their great kiln.

I came to live with my grandmother when I was three, and she was in her sixties—tethered together by abandonment. Hers was marked by her pastor-husband who wasn’t supposed to die of a heart attack on a routine revival trip to California. Mine by her daughter, my mother, whom I barely knew but still loved deeply. Loving me in the way she knew best, she held my walnut-size hand and took me to church. By the time I was eighteen, I was there at least four days of the seven-day week. New Home was my second home. I knew it intimately, how it felt, its textures. The hardness of its pews. The cold of the floor. The soft velvet on the bed of the offering plate. I knew its smells of sweated nylons and cooked greens. The echoing music from the organ of the cobalt-haired, heavy-footed Sister Alma Varnado, which was not so much song as a seawall of sound. I was made and unmade there. How is this both? How am I broken by what has held me together? How am I bolted together by what has torn me apart?



Carolyn, the first girl I loved, lived up the road from me in a marigold brick house. She had freckles and brushfire for hair, and I, enamored, turned to stare at her each day on our school bus rides. There were no pulpit sermons at New Home of damnation and condemnation about queer (or funny people, as we called them). That work was community outsourced. All young girls had crushes on older girls. All young girls kiss other girls in convenient experimentation. At some point, those girl crushes and girl kisses are replaced by boys. That never happened for me. Boys were rote, expected, necessary. But girls? Girls were dreams. Yet exile and persecution were the fates of a girl like me. I would have to become a girl who liked boys to spare myself. The summer after my fifteenth birthday, I decided to reconfigure myself into straightness. I went into our guest bedroom, lay on the floor between the bed and the papered wall of mauve birds, and replaced the girls of my fantasies with boys. I exiled myself without explicit demand or instruction. An exile of refusal.

I refused to be Pearl.

I refused to be Angie.

I refused to be Ara Jean.

I refused to be bulldagger, bull dyke, nasty, or funny. I refused it all.



There is a term that’s reached the zeitgeist of the churched: church hurt. If there is a measure, an index of that hurt, it would be the sex I never had. The girls I never gave myself permission to love. The years lost separated me from the biology of my own body. My lungs were outside of me. I watched them breathe without me. My heart was outside of me. I watched it beat without me. My sex was outside of me. I lay down. I lied.

I was an imposter. A scammer of my own mind.

A poem-less Audre Lorde.

A Rosetta Tharpe without her Little Sister.

Oh, but something happened during that self-imposed exile. Something shifted, something got a hold of me: the Holy Ghost. There was only silence at first. Then it knocked because next door to that lonely room, I had a grandmother on her knees praying for me. Wave your hands if you had a praying grandmother!



Soon, I was a walking Pentecost in my Gunne Sax dress, white patent leather shoes, and white lace socks. I was a disturbed apiary, a tornado trail of high winds and astonished trees. In the presence of the Holy Ghost, gender falters and vanishes. It softens and creams a space. The Holy Ghost makes women of men as they cry and dance. We see it in the second lines in New Orleans, where the Holy Ghost is set free on the streets, men praising with their hips, thighs, and behinds. The presence of the Holy Ghost made men of women. They carried. They led. They held the weight of us all. Gender is mocked in the wake of the Holy Ghost. In this holy space, my sexuality was possible. Me and Carolyn Varnado were possible. I was possible as my future radical, queer self.

As I write this, there are billboards placed in parts of the country with my image and words: “My name is aunjanue ellis, and I had an abortion.” I did this in response to the campaign of religious intimidation waged against Black women on highways all over this country. I am a Black woman who wars with raging blood against patriarchy and white supremacy. I do this fueled by the Holy Ghost and the legacy of The Mothers of New Home Baptist, the Southern Black Church Women. I must say here that I do this work outside the Black feminist space. I do not believe that “we should all be feminists,” as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie urges. Feminism has failed the Southern Black Church Woman. In the feminist space, the Southern Black Church Woman is spoken about, but rarely is she spoken to. She is seen as a dupe of T. D. Jakes and Tyler Perry, relegated to the niche of religious womanism. However, she is the beginning of us all, her fire forged in ship holds, hush harbors, and the Azusa Street revival. There is not one movement—civil, freedom, or Black revolutionary—that was neither led by nor made possible by her. The Southern Black Church Woman is not one of the overlapping identities of intersectional feminism; she is the very foundation of liberation and Black identity.

The bloodroot.

The blood.

There is power in it.

Southern Black Church Women battled men who didn’t allow them to do the work of liberation in their own churches. Even now, women evangelists in my hometown are barred from pulpits, instead rising from the pews to deliver their sermons. In our church, we would have two devotions at the start of services—one led by The Mothers, the other led by the Deacons. The prayers of The Mothers were deemed insufficient. The Deacons would have to pray after them so God would show up. Yet these men were nowhere to be found in Wednesday night prayer meetings when those knees got scarred from the broken floor. This is when intercession happened. This is when the Black Church, Black people, were nursed, doctored, and fortified to survive.

These Southern Black Church Women stood up to and confronted the Black Messiahs like Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and James Bevel, who tried to silence and render them invisible. They were sterilized against their will and advocated for birth control. They suffered the slights, the slings, and arrows that come with being Black, woman, and prophetic. They demanded more than voting rights and equal rights. As Mrs. Fannie Lou Hamer famously said, “Why would I want to be equal to someone who steals my name?” Southern Black Church Women broke ground, planted seeds, and kept communities alive from their gardens and fields. They did all this while being shot at and chased from their homes.



Think of the Southern Black Church Woman as dark matter. Scientists say the matter we know—the stars, galaxies—only make up five percent of the content of the universe. Dark matter composes the rest. We do not see it, but the power of it holds galaxies together. The Southern Black Church Woman may not be the figurehead of the Black Church, but best believe it is her work, her money, her say, her energy that holds it together, keeps it a beating heart. I am what I am—we are what we are—because of their great kiln. And yet.

There were two gods in that church, and they were at war. One told me I was a “wretch undone” and I needed to be “washed as white as snow.” The other didn’t speak with words. This god held no written scripture and verse but prayed loving arms around me. A god that held me with loving hands that flung me into the clouds, having already fitted me with Black wings to fly. Two gods: biblical god v. BlackGod.

The white men and women who waged a campaign of lynching in Mississippi were praying folks. Church-going men and women who diligently prayed before they murdered Black mothers, fathers, and children. Their victims prayed too. They prayed to be spared. Prayed for the families they would leave behind. Prayed that after their horrible deaths, Heaven would be their home. Is this the same god? No. No, no, no, no, no. John the Apostle declares that, “In the beginning was the word… and the word was God” (John 1:1 KJV). If this is how the word becomes flesh, the word cannot be the Bible. What a woeful, unfinished document. How impoverished the Bible is in its capacity to meet the times. The Bible is little more than an abject celebration of genocide, infanticide, and bigotry. Its only utility is as a ledger of God’s violence. Where are the numbers? Where is the accounting of Black bodies murdered by the Bible’s Curse of Ham? It is a number we will never know.

We talk of Black Jesus. We laugh at the absurdity of a white Jesus hiding in the depths of North and Central Africa. But what about the Father/Mother? What we say less is what I’m most certain of: God Herself is Black. Artificial intelligence and Google have made the omniscience of the biblical god redundant. Being all-powerful, all-knowing is insufficient for a BlackGod. It ain’t enough. Even seven-day creation is not enough.

BlackGod asks, “Where is your art? Where is your Faith? With her rings of gold. Where is your mutinous Titus Kaphar?” BlackGod overthrows King James and puts Prince on the throne. BlackGod asks, “Where is your laughter that makes you run when no one’s chasing?” It asks, “Where is your community that feeds from its gardens?” It questions the place of justice for SandraTamirBreonnaGeorge… and demands we sit in selah of what horrors lie in this three-dotted ellipsis. BlackGod demands a fight not for mere freedom but liberation. Freedom is the white man’s folly. Freedom has no morality. BlackGod demands a “getting free” that is inextricably tied to community. BlackGod restores a Black woman’s body from a political site and the endless siphoning for cultural production and labor. BlackGod sees her as whole, precious, needed, and gives her rest.



Black folks made God good. We gave God song and morality. We made God beautiful. The Bible is not my evidence of God; the speculative fiction survival of Black folks is. The cosmos we built over and under the Atlantic is. This will always have me trying to find a church on Sunday morning. I yearn for the word of that survival’s testimony. So I turned to the queer woman preacher in Atlanta who said, “God has given us all the hands in Ella and Fannie and Nina; there are no more hands to give.” I turn to the wordless improvisational prophecy of Dorinda Clark-Cole and to her sister Elbernita Clark-Terrell for the witness of Black Woman Existentialism in “Is My Living in Vain.” I turn to the ministry of Toni Morrison, Imani Wilson, Christina Sharpe, Camonghne Felix, and the queer poet t’ai freedom ford. I turn to the visual work of the Black ecologist/artist Allison Janae Hamilton. I read from the Word of Lakiesha Carr. “Fill the eyes with hot water. Lava,” she writes. “Become a volcano. Become the ocean, the unexplored depths. Be woman. Be Black.”

Seeking the Word was what brought me to Pastor Danyelle Thomas. Lockdown. It was only months after I had lost my best friend, my reason for life, my mother, Jacqueline Taylor. I needed claiming. I found it in Danyelle. I was looking for another Southern Black Church Woman, someone bearing the same scars and joy. I found it in Danyelle. During this time, I was in a movie about the seismic music of the migrational Southern Black Church Woman, The Clark Sisters: The First Ladies of Gospel. I was looking for wisdom as I tried to discuss these national treasures. I found it in Danyelle. Of Elbernita Clark-Terrell she wrote, “We owe it to Twinkie, to ourselves, and our daughters a faith wherein freedom to be whole and holy is not relegated solely to an eternal gain. This conversation of a reconciliation and liberation of both the faith and its adherents matters, has mattered, and will always matter.” I saw in Danyelle a preacher who saw the dismembering practice of the biblical god, particularly when it came to Black women. A preacher who sought to reunite us with what had been separated from our souls, our resplendent but maligned bodies. A preacher who did not see body and soul as antonymic, as opposing forces where one must choose to serve a true and living God. A preacher whose brilliant mind always invited me in without condescension or pandering. I am so honored to know her, to call her, as Morrison describes in Song of Solomon, “a friend of my mind.”



At New Home, we would prepare for the Word by standing and singing “Amazing Grace.” It is time again for a song of preparation, but we need a new one for Pastor Danyelle. No, we need a few. We will start with Jazmine Sullivan’s 2020 BET Awards performance of “Pick Up Your Feelings.” We will sing it not as a song about a mere f-boy we are discarding but as a song of refusal of all and anything that would abase us. Sister Beyoncé Knowles will bless us with our anthem during the Supreme Court attack—“Church Girl”—rebuking unjust rulings against our bodies. She’ll declare that we were born free, that our liberty was never at the mercy or judgment of white sovereignty. Finally, B’ethel Church will bless us with “I’ve seen HER do it, and right now, it’s working out for me.”

Let’s get ready for the Word, y’all! It’s getting ready to happen. THE NEXT VOICE… it’s getting ready to happen… YOU HEAR WILL BE… it’s getting ready to happen… Pastor Danyelle Thomas.

Her voice… it’s getting ready to happen… it got the blood in it… it’s getting ready to happen… there is power in it… it’s getting ready to happen… wonder-working power!

It’s getting ready to happen!

Preach, pastor!

Preeeeeaaach!



aunjanue ellis-taylor is an artist, activist, and film, stage, and television actress and producer. She is—in skin and intention—a Blackity-Black-Black BLACK radical queer woman forged in the beauty, wonder, and wounding of Southern Black Churched Womanhood in McComb, Mississippi. She is best known for her storytelling of the legacies of Black women through her portrayals of Oracene Price in King Richard (2021), Hippolyta Freeman in Lovecraft Country (2020), Dr. Mattie Moss Clark in The Clark Sisters: First Ladies of Gospel (2020), and Isabel Wilkerson in Origin (2023).
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Overdose


Too much of a good thing is always a bad thing

Bible school taught me that pastor and pusher could be one in the same

I was made addict before I had permanent teeth

And eventually I overdosed on church

They rushed me in,

Pumped my stomach,

Hell, fire, and brimstone spilled out

And all this time I thought it was the Holy Ghost

Sundays felt so good

We looked so good

Venom tastes just like grape juice

Bondage can look like crushed wafers

Indulgence is so innocent until it isn’t

Cash Money Deacons shouting barbiturates from

hymnals felt so right

Until I watched turf wars take casualties between pews

and knew I had to change

I never left God

I just needed to get clean

The first step of my detox

Was to stay home on Sunday

And my symptoms were under control

Until my organs crashed

Fire spilled out

I’m still staring at the color

Still looking at my organs

Frankly

Wondering if there’s anything holy left

—VALERIE B








• 1 • Did Not Our Hearts Burn?


I’VE NEVER DONE HEROIN, but I’ve overdosed on the Holy Ghost, and that first Sunday morning I chose to forsake my lifelong ritual of attending church felt like fighting through the cruelest of withdrawals. Fearfully, I chose to lie prostrate in bed instead of on the sanctuary’s altar, defying every fiber in my body, fiending for a dopamine fix that only the assembling of the saints could give. There is no greater love I have ever known than my love for the institution of the Black Church. It is a love that bore the burden of my heavy heart and gave refuge from the condemnation of my Black body in this life. It has also broken my heart and connection to self, terrified of questioning God lest I be held in contempt. It is a love that has often required me to see myself as a wretch undone and whose purification of my womanhood and sexuality nearly left me at irreconcilable odds with both. When I began my exodus from the church, I’d already been contemplating where the God of my youth fit into the evolution of my twenty-something adult life.

My once peerless religious faith met its match between textbook pages and lecture halls, deepening my understanding of the very world that I’d been taught to fear in the pews of my sanctuary. My lifetime of “because the Bible tells me so” did not stand a chance in the crude enlightenment of my psychology courses on sexuality and social behaviors. Hours of lectures, research, and writing to fulfill the requirements of my Africana Studies major pushed me to question why my Blackness, in the sight of God, was a condition whose punitive symptoms could only be remedied by adapting to whiteness. I was no longer satisfied in waiting for absolution by death in this life in hopes of reaching Heaven in the next one. By the time that fateful Sunday came, the interrogation of my faith gave way to my seemingly simple decision to abstain—at least for this one day. The choice sent a hellish, heaving guilt coursing through my body. In that moment, my contradiction of a lifetime of dutiful, unquestioned devotion left me fully assured that my mind was turned reprobate and my soul condemned to hell. The simplicity of my “no” that morning could never capture how profoundly bitter it is to completely reject all you know to be true.

I was raised in the psychological terror of apocalyptic fear in the era of the Left Behind series. My ethics were defined by a culture that valued spiritual readiness for the return of Christ at any given moment. Death, incapacitating illness, or acts of God were the only plausible reasons a good Christian should miss church. Yet here I was, exercising my option to skip simply because I wanted to do so. My anxiety was unrelenting, each thought creating a new ominous scenario of God’s wrath upon my soul that sent waves of agony through my stomach. I’d never felt so alone, so isolated, as I did then. The world outside seemed to have faded away, leaving only the relentless torment of my body and mind of what it meant to have committed an unforgivable sin. The momentary satisfaction of my defiance seemed like a cruel joke now, mocking me as I lay there writhing in mental anguish. Like an addict, I sought solace in any way to ease the pain of the cravings that seemed to come in crashing waves from the depths of my soul. I could hear their siren song through my rationalizing that it was not yet too late to back out of this choice. My mind whispered hopefully, You can still make it close to on time, maybe just a few minutes late, seeking relief from the endless agony of withdrawal.

That moment in time not only surfaced my deepest fears but broke open a freedom I’d never known. The loss of my religious rhetoric and dogma as I knew it left me free to question in ways I never had before. Finding a new experience of God beyond the one I’d inherited was like standing on the edge of a cliff, gazing out into the abyss. I could turn back, but that would only lead me to beliefs whose comfort now seemed hollow and meaningless, their promises of salvation ringing false. To go forward in a world that suddenly seemed dark and uncertain left raw, gaping wounds that I worried I would not have enough of God left in my heart to heal.

But oh, how my soul loves Jesus. The memories of my young Sunday mornings smell like those of a favorite old lover, complete with the tingling sensations of their indelible imprint on my senses—the nostalgia of pale morning sunlight seeping through windowpanes, signaling my Sabbath’s arrival. My awakenings soundtracked by Bobby Jones Gospel. I can even taste the memories of breakfasts with Mama’s thick grits lining my belly for the marathon of hours to go before the reward of after-church dinner. It all still fills me with joy, even amid my disillusionment with the faith of my youth. The raising of hymns in Daddy’s Baptist services was a tender caress like none other. The slow buildup as congregational voices rise to match the timbre of the deacons leading us through each line, keeping time with the pulse of double clapping. The foot stomping that sent the elders into a Baptist fit of uncontainable possession, bending their bodies, and pitching their screams to heights that can only be described as ecstasy. Indeed, God has been just that good.

My parents’ divorce made me definitively Bapticostal, and Mama’s charismatic Pentecostal roots are as much part of my foundation as those Baptist Sunday School classes on the weekends I spent with Daddy. The storefront church we called home for so long was nondenominational—on paper, at least. In practice, it was Pentecostal in every doctrinal way except having accountability to a governing body. The familiar organizational hierarchy of trustees, deacons, and clergy of my Baptist experience flattened in Mama’s church, leaving the Bishop as the self-appointed presiding prelate, our highest and final authoritative voice of God’s word. My church home became the base camp of my deepest spiritual wounds. A place where my pastors’ spiritual abuse often muffled God’s call on my life. Yet, recollections of goodness I found in our community of believers wash over my being like the warmth of an exquisite morning in the summer sun. Intercessory prayers in unknown tongues were followed by frenetic, enthusiastic praises to God through song. When we reached the final notes, our feet danced until we passed out drunk in the Spirit. Even when rendered asunder by the heartbreak of a perilous faith, my heart still burned within.

If I believed in the concept of soul ties, none would be stronger than the cord between mine and the Black Christian tradition. Almost nothing feels as deeply sensual as the intimacy in the spirited high of a deliverance service. I struggle deeply with the shame of that truth. It betrays every self-denial and pleasure-repressed bifurcation of the sacred and the sensual that my love affair with the church worked so hard to reinforce. From the moment I step into the sanctuary, it is an experience that beckons my total surrender. The invocation to worship is delightfully overwhelming to all my senses. The rhythm of our opening congregational medley keeps our bodies rocking in perfect time to our syncopated clapping. The musicians play familiar chords that serve as the underpinning of every Have you tried Jesus and I’m a soldier in the army of the Lord. Their loud, bright sounds create a sense of energy and excitement within us. The repetitive melody stirs our sense of expectation, inciting our longing for the pouring out of His spirit. By the time the medley has tried Jesus and found Him to be alright, alright in its refrain, we are fully primed for a move of God. The joy of devotion ignites a slow-burning flame deep within us, a spark of energy that flows throughout the body. Our hearts are poised in anticipation, and every sense is heightened as if the world is more vibrant, more alive than it was mere minutes ago.

After we’ve been raised high, we are invited deeper into worship with minor chords and driving, unresolved harmonies building rhythmic momentum and musical breakdowns whose tension punctuates our defenses and evokes tears of release. Indeed, the presence of the Lord is here in our corporate worship, where I hear deeper longing tucked within heartfelt lyrics of desire not only for the infilling of Spirit but also for the romantic intimacy we often deny ourselves in the crucifixion of our flesh for His namesake. Instead of yielding to temptation, we often place the longing in the music where it can be cared for and sanctified in ways that the confines of chastity in pursuit of holiness would never allow.I This kind of worship experience edges us, bringing us almost to our peak but suspending the finish for more intense pleasure. Without resolve, the instrumentation stops and is replaced with whispers, wails, and deeply passionate expressions of praise. It is the final switch that unlocks the connection between the individual and the divine, one that has been forged by complete surrender.

With the atmosphere set, the anticipation of something big is palpable, and our spirits are poised to receive the word through the messenger of God. As the preacher feels their help coming on, the tuning up of preaching chords from the organ births energy that becomes a consuming fire of every thought and feeling carried with us into the sanctuary, leaving nothing in its wake but raw, primitive vulnerability that engulfs our bodies with longing for more of this pure, unadulterated bliss that fills every fiber of our being as the sermon crescendos to its closing climax. The tender aftercare of an altar call, complete with a healing touch, is the sweetest finish. No wonder I felt compelled to return one Sunday after the other just to feel this alive again.

There is an old spiritual that contends you can “weep like a willow, you can moan like a dove. But you can’t get to Heaven lest you go by love.” With deep, abiding love, I set my sights on Heaven as a glorious promise of respite from this life of class warfare, misogyny, and oppression grounded in anti-Blackness for the upkeep of the hegemonic empire. Heaven became a promise that we’d understand the trials and tribulations of this life, a reward so good that it would be worth the abject suffering and impoverishment of our earthly existence. Heaven was the reason to disempower ourselves from sociopolitical action because we don’t need to be of the world while in it, but remain vigilant in knowing that this life will be over while Heaven lasts always.

Admittedly, its winding contradictions and insufferable hypocrisy make a strong case for our collective release of the Black Church tradition as the rotting fruit of colonization. I’m inviting you into my search for the light of God in darkness formed by the shadows of sexist, classist, and anti-Black imaginings of God. By the grace of reclaiming my autonomy from the grips of death-dealing theologies, I’ve seen the light of liberating truth. I’ll tell you stories grounded in both works cited and a deep soul knowing of my truth. You’ll witness my reclaiming the authority of my lived experiences as enough to rename who God is to and for me. I’ll break it down so that it may forever remain broken: Blackness is holy in and of itself.

What is inherently Black and othered is not in desperate need of the salvation of supremacist ethics. It does not need to be washed white as snow to be witnessed as faithful. My faith comes from hearing my ancestors’ testimonies of God. In being stolen from their homelands, customs, and communities, they fought to keep and carry the memories of home. They preserved those memories by placing them in what are now the distinguishing features of Black religion. I hope that at the end of these pages, you too will search for a divinity that sees you just as you are. But first, I have to tell you the story of trying to love a holy God who did not see me as whole.

My relationship with the institution is lovingly complicated. It can only be love that soothes my spirit while lining my father’s beloved rendition of “A Charge to Keep.” My inexplicable recall of the precise meter of these Zion songs, even though I don’t quite remember ever being formally taught, justifies my faith in that love. When nothing else could help, the church’s imperfect love lifted me. Out of love, the church mothers and ushers taught me to mind my hem lengths and to keep a proper lap cloth for the sanctuary. Even though I know that beneath this agape love was religious dogma rooted in patriarchy that held women and femmes responsible for the uncontrolled lust of men, it was out of a healthy fear of God’s wrath that they fostered my ignorance through the imperative to not question God, being taught instead an acceptance that His ways are not our ways. They told me that Jesus was the lover of my soul but showed me that it was a precarious connection under seemingly constant threat by my soul’s sin sickness, weakness, and brokenness brought upon by my struggle to stay the straight and narrow way.

My realities within it punctuate my undying love for this tradition. I was nearly convinced that if it could not consume all of me, only the fiery lake of hell could. It is a love that has covered a multitude of sins against my own best interests committed in God’s name. I am painfully aware of how this indulgence of the cross has both saved and failed us. The institution built and sustained by our hands which saw us through Jim Crow and the civil rights movement often seems to have abandoned us to the devices of a colonized Christ more interested in unquestioned obedience than the liberation of the oppressed. We are encouraged to pursue Black Excellence that is little more than a white aspiration, building our hopes on the sinking sand of assimilation as salvation from the conditions of our race and, for many of us, gender and sexual expression. Devotion to white evangelical theology has rendered a church more obsessed with whom we lie down with than whom we’re fighting against the structural inequities that persecute us on every side. We’ve yielded our power of creation to our oppressors, who called it demonic witchcraft just for the chance to reach a Heaven we never seem righteous enough to enter. When the push of reason comes to shove my uncritical faith into the stark light of methodical inquiry, what remains is a complex love that is complicated by the residue of its baptism in white supremacy. But who wants a perfect love story anyway?


Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean;

wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.

—PSALM 51:7 (NRSVUE)




	
I. Personal correspondence with Dr. Ashon Crawley, 2022.








• 2 • White Man’s Religion


CONTENT WARNING (CW): CHILD SEXUAL TRAUMA, PARRICIDE (FAMILY VIOLENCE) & SUICIDE MENTIONS

I DO NOT AND cannot subscribe to faith in a God that ignores how race, class, gender, and other forms of oppression intersect and compound, nor one that asks me to do the same. Christian does not become a substitute pronoun for my Blackness, womanness, and other intersecting margins. Being Black and Christian means also grappling with a religious tradition plagued by racism, sexism, trans- and homoantagonism, and systemic oppression. I am not interested in defending or apologizing on behalf of Christian harm. I believe that objections to and criticisms of Christian beliefs, apparent contradictions, and inconsistencies are necessary for accountability. I do not identify as a Christian in denial of its harm because I believe dismantling the Christian evangelical legacy of anti-Blackness, misogyny, and colonialism within our spiritual practices is what I’ve been called to do.


When the missionaries came to Africa they had the Bible and we had the land. They said, “Let us pray.” We closed our eyes. When we opened them we had the Bible and they had the land.

—BISHOP DESMOND MPILO TUTU



There are two things I believe to be true: there are no white people in the Bible, and as is customary of whiteness, the biblical narrative has been revised and wielded as an effective instrument of social control—and struggle.

Before some of you morph into conservative news commentators decrying false witness of “reverse racism” and Black supremacist rhetoric, hear me out. There are no white people in the Bible because whiteness is nothing more than a political construct absent of both ethnic and national origin. Inarguably, the Christian faith has been wielded to reinforce the power of a supremacist state. This truth is one of many contradictions I’ve had to reckon with within my work of religious reconciliation. Still, I’d argue that Christianity is not “the white man’s religion.” The state religion of whiteness is, in fact, the acquisition of power through capital—real and imagined. Christianity merely serves as a convenient institution that convinces us that it is the will of God to further its cause.


God is good all the time; and all the time, God is good.



My compulsory Christian faith in the goodness of God has been woven into the fabric of every aspect of my existence, from how I understand the sociopolitical conditions of the marginalized to the critical thoughts I’ve allowed myself to have about God’s role within them. I never decided if I believed this edict; it was simply a nonnegotiable truth.

Truthfully, I’m not sure that God is always good—or that I even need God to fit the dichotomy of good or bad. I do know with absolute certainty that it is not to my benefit to ignore the negative emotions birthed by complex lived experiences in favor of performative Christian happiness. I also know that this cultural norm manipulates my love for God to my detriment. God doesn’t benefit from my facades of happiness in the face of economic exploitation, political disenfranchisement, and cultural erasure. Still, my willingness to accept my condition as a heavenly mandate helps to reinforce inequality.

Call and response mainstays like God is good stem from a tradition that speaks to the power of community and collective expression, of voices joined together in cultural agreement that regardless of what happens in our lives, God is good in and through it. That questioning otherwise is an act of betrayal against a faultless God. It is a clarion call to seek the goodness of God within the worst experiences. It is a universally resonant response in which we can hear the echoes of generations past, the voices of those who have gone before us, to keep our dignity through the worst of adversity and keep the faith amid abject failure. Yet when someone leads the call of God is good, I rarely think to question my responding declaration that this goodness is always without failure.

The most important indoctrination of the Christian experience is assimilation into its emotional culture. We are taught to speak of ourselves as happy, satisfied, and complete because we, unlike worldly others, have a relationship with Jesus, which makes everything alright. Our Christian faith is as much a coping mechanism for the horrors of human experience as it is intended to be a saving grace for them.

We are taught that we can only achieve happiness by abandoning ourselves in favor of new Christian behaviors, e.g., nonmarital abstinence and political apathy. This happiness, in turn, proves the authenticity of our transformation, an unassailable sign of the “power in the blood.” Happiness becomes not only a reward for the faithful; it is a prerequisite for communal acceptance and an essential component of a healthy Christian witness.

To continue our appearance of being “right with God,” we are taught to limit negative emotions like anger and sadness, regardless of life circumstances. Rote memorization of scripture and clichés about the character of God are primary methods of our emotional control toolkit. The difficulty of these expectations up the ante—the harder the circumstance, the more triumphant in God we are when generating relentless positive emotions. Compulsory Christian happiness is symbolic in its social controls or boundaries and serves as Christianity’s most moral emotion. We’re taught to define these controlled emotions as happiness, to see all of life with the unquestioned joy of the Lord. But even emotional cultures that are experienced as positive can create and maintain inequality by rewarding subordination, justifying domination, or masking internal hierarchies.1



Not all my church memories are traumatic nightmares. Some, I’m quite fond of, in fact. The afternoon when I lay face-planted in my homeboy’s front yard is one of those.

Small churches really do end up becoming your extended family. These folks become your community of believers that if we stick together in this faith, we’ll all be free someday. Even though the love created in these spaces is sometimes flawed, it is earnest in its sincerity. For one reason or another, we always found ways to fellowship beyond Sunday service. Wednesday night Bible study sometimes happened at Sister Nissey’s house, where all the kids would be allowed to go upstairs during the sermon, and our parents were happy to be free from our distractions. Chris and I were church friends. But our mothers were close—in age and lived experience of healing single mothers—so that made us cool too.

I adored his mother as much as I feared her. Simply put, Ms. Janice didn’t take shit and was not to be played with. Maybe because her no-nonsense demeanor was so similar to Mama, I saw tenderness where others saw unfiltered bluntness, but I always found her to be incredibly kind. Once you understood not to try Ms. Janice, you knew you’d get the best of her. She always told my mother she wanted another child—a daughter—despite still being single and prospectless. I knew Ms. Janice was gonna have that baby with or without a husband. Because she was too tough not to go for what she truly wanted. Even life knew not to fuck with Ms. Janice.

There’s something to be said about the youthful lack of mortal awareness. That could be the only reason I let Chris talk me into tying a leash from a skateboard to his bike and riding down that steep hill. In my defense, not only did it sound hella fun, but I also figured by being the driver of the bike that I was mitigating my injury risk; the one with the brakes would be the safest bet. And that’s how I ended up planted face down in Ms. Janice’s front yard under a trampled bike. Chris let go just before things went south. We had this kind of inside story we’d spend a lifetime laughing about in those awkward moments we’d sporadically connect over social media. If he were here, we probably would be reliving that story for the rest of our lives.

I stood before five caskets in 2016, the year I’ve dubbed my personal Hell Week. In January of that year, my beloved Daddy and a childhood pastor died exactly one week apart before the age of sixty. By November, the other three coffins were laid in a semicircle at the church’s altar. I hadn’t planned to come, but I just so happened to accidentally on purpose be in the area. Agony compelled me, and grief convinced me to be there that day. And I can’t fully explain why the sobs wracked my body when they carried out Ms. Janice, Chris, and the daughter Ms. J always wanted whose life was stolen too soon at the tragic end of a murder-suicide. Because even though we weren’t that close, the Chris I knew my entire life would never take the lives of the mother and sister he loved. Yet, I had to accept that he was some kind of a complicated villain.

During the remarks portion of the service, Ms. J’s husband spoke. She eventually married her daughter’s father shortly after her birth, doing exactly what I always knew she would do her way. He spoke with deep compassion about his stepson, who stole his lover and child in one fell swoop with no satisfactory explanation. Chris’s other sister followed him. Until that day, I had no idea she even existed. Chris and I were a lot alike. Chris shared a father with his sister but, for all intents and purposes, had been raised as an only child. She took the podium and, after clarifying her relationship with the deceased, said the most profound thing I’ve ever heard in my life of witnessing Black funeral rites. She said, “Chris, what I’m most glad to know is that the last of you is not the best of you.” Considering the circumstances, the gathered mourners met her tearful remarks with surprising tenderness.

When we do not interrogate God’s perpetual goodness, we become obligated to find goodness in the most inhumane of circumstances. Like in the destruction of Black Wall Streets in Tulsa, Oklahoma, and Memphis, Tennessee, and in South African apartheid. And in the violent aberration of the transatlantic slave trade where unspeakable horrors are recorded in our ancestral memories. Within the broken bonds of love between parents and children by homophobic vitriol fueled by infallible scriptures, God must be good all the time. In the dismal maternal outcomes of Black mothers and children, with diminishing opportunities for the sustained economic, physical, and social health and wellness of these families, all the time God still must be good. And while looking at three caskets, a sister must still find the goodness of God in the violent shooting deaths of a mother and her ten-year-old daughter at the hands of her troubled brother.

I needed to believe that God was still good amid my first unwanted sexual contact at seven years old when the dark-colored Jeep Grand Cherokee pulled into the parking lot of Avondale Mall where Mama left me in the car parked in front of the mall’s entrance while she ran a quick errand inside.

I thought nothing of it as the vehicle pulled up. I followed Mama’s instructions: keep the doors locked and stay in place until she returned. But locks don’t keep out every danger, and that unsuspecting summer day brought a darkened shadow of my psyche that would never see light quite the same again. The driver, a white man who looked to be in his mid to late sixties, exited the vehicle, never breaking eye contact with me. The mall was in a working-class Black neighborhood, so his presence was well out of the ordinary. I didn’t have the language then, but I’m sure this was an intentional decision to use our Black neighborhood to find his next target. He was a predator, and I was his prey. His mission in that parking lot was as intentional and disturbing as what he did next.

In broad daylight, he dropped his pants and stole my innocence. His flaccid penis became engorged in his hand as he deliberately stroked himself, seemingly more aroused as the horror etched deeply on my face. The tears stained my cheeks as I stared at him through the window, unable to process what was happening to me and, more importantly, why. When he’d satisfied himself, his sadistic laughter was the last I saw of him before watching him peel out of the parking lot.

I didn’t need God to be good. Goodness is only morally relevant to the societies that define it. I needed God to witness all of me. I needed God to see another Black girl being initiated into her fictive kinship of Black womanhood, where sexual trauma is a rite of passage. I know the moment in the lives of every sista I’ve loved where they crossed the threshold from a girl into someone’s bitch or hoe who was asking for it. I needed God to seethe in anger, seeing a child where the world saw Black skin presented in a female body and decided she was adult enough. I needed God not to be good but furious that I’d been denied childhood innocence because I’d been born in a body never quite recognized as childish. I needed God to be good and goddamned mad that instead of justice for my experience, I’d spend years minimizing it as not so bad because “at least he didn’t rape me.” I deserved more than to be handed religious delusions that demanded I find a silver lining where the embers of rage deserved to burn freely. What I needed, above all, was a God who did not see my race and gender as negligible in His sight. Especially while I lived in a world where those identities made me irreplaceable and disposable—depending on who needs to use them for their advancement. But my indoctrination did not leave room for a God like this. Those who benefit from my oppression are better served by my devotion to a God who is always good, always just, and always above reproach. All the time.

Your visceral response right now is my point. The sanitation of traumatic experiences as being for the glory of God is neither uncommon nor remarkable for churched folks like me, and I’m painfully aware of how contradictory my religious faith and lived experience appear. The culture and, frankly, God that I’ve described to this point don’t seem worth defending, much less like one worthy of devotion. Like many, I was conditioned to accept a sadomasochistic relationship—deriving pleasure from the infliction of physical or psychological pain on another person, oneself, or both—with a God whose nature is most often characterized as loving, gracious, and kind. I have lived in the narrative of an all-knowing God that will destroy you physically, emotionally, socially, and financially just for the opportunity to heroically restore you in the victorious end. My religious indoctrination normalized suffering and pain not only as inevitable but also as a signifier of holiness. In the sanctification of our suffering, we stop questioning our harm and correlate it as a necessary gateway to access our glory and reward.

I’d like to join with the saints as they sing, “You can’t make me doubt Him; I know too much about Him,” but it is what I know that drives my doubts. There is an inextricable history of racism, classism, death, and oppression in Jesus’s name that is not blood-washed from the lived experiences of systemic injustices that uphold the state power of whiteness.

How is whiteness created? Whiteness is formed by self-preserving congressional bodies to create structural inequity through laws. Whiteness requires adjudication of those laws in a justice system that arbitrarily determines who is included and excluded in the protections of whiteness. Whiteness is a state power violently protected by militarized police to maintain its sovereignty in perpetuity.2 Most of all, whiteness is maintained through religious devotion to power. Power is the product of sociocultural ideas that determine the actor’s capacities, actions, beliefs, or conduct within a society.3 As a state power, maintenance of whiteness is not only done through violent and judicial force but also through institutional, structural, and discursive means. Evangelical Christianity is an institutional reinforcement of this power.

Its theology likens xenophobic behaviors to patriotism and gendered, sexualized violence to faithful devotion. The dogma undergirds structural power by ordering members of society in relation to one another—such as masters and enslaved, employer and employee, parent and child, cisgender and trans, straight and queer, or elected officials and their constituents—and defining that order as natural to lend legitimacy to whiteness as rightfully dominant. Tressie McMillan Cottom notes that “Blackness is necessarily static as a counterweight to whiteness”2 with respect to Blackness as both a racial ethnicity and identity. I’d go a step further to add that Blackness as an intangible spiritual representation of evil, darkness, and sin is also a necessary counterweight to the elasticity of whiteness as purity, salvation, and hope. As with any intersecting oppression, it’s nearly impossible to tell where the sin of Black skin ends and where that of a blackened heart begins, but we are convicted to pursue deliverance of it all the same.

Uncritical inheritance of the Christian faith is one that makes a case for accepting oppression in this life for the delayed gratification of reward in the next. Within colonized Christian ideology, there is no more threatening evil than to be non-white, non-heterosexual, anti-capitalist, and a disruption to unquestioned power. It is a theology that “presents us as present victims of colonialism and capitalist exploitation [that ushers] in a contradiction we cannot easily ignore.”4
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