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Praise for White Too Long


    “A concise yet comprehensive combination of deeply documented religious history, social science research about contemporary religion, and heartfelt memoir. . . . An indispensable study of Christianity in America.”

    —Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

    “Jones builds his case with evidence, drawing on an eclectic blend of history, theology, sociology and memoir. . . . It’s hard to argue with his conclusion that white supremacy is somehow genetically encoded into white Christianity in the United States.”

    —Jemar Tisby, The New York Times

    “Jones is a rare and indispensable voice in our public conversation about religion because he combines painstaking data analysis with a sure moral sense. May this book encourage soul-searching, repentance, and conversion.”

    —E.J. Dionne Jr., Columnist for The Washington Post; author of Code Red: How Progressives and Moderates Can Unite to Save Our Country 

    “This remarkably courageous, must-read book helps white Christians in America finally face the question Jones had to ask himself, ‘Can you be “white” and Christian?’ ”

    —The Very Reverend Kelly Brown Douglas, Dean of Episcopal Divinity School at Union Theological Seminary; Canon Theologian, Washington National Cathedral

    “For anyone hoping to understand the cultural, racial, and religious fault lines that divide America today, White Too Long is timely, insightful and indispensable.”

    —Ronald Brownstein, Senior Editor at The Atlantic, Senior Political Analyst for CNN

    “A revelatory unpacking of the influence and history of white Christian nationalism.”

    —Publishers Weekly 
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To Jodi and to the two First Baptist Churches of Macon, Georgia





“I will flatly say that the bulk of this country’s white population impresses me, and has so impressed me for a very long time, as being beyond any conceivable hope of moral rehabilitation. They have been white, if I may so put it, too long.…”

James Baldwin, The New York Times, February 2, 1969






— 1 — Seeing Our Current Moment


Introduction

The Christian denomination in which I grew up was founded on the proposition that chattel slavery could flourish alongside the gospel of Jesus Christ. Its founders believed this arrangement was not just possible but also divinely mandated.

After decades of regional tensions at the Triennial Conventions, where Baptists gathered to coordinate their church and missions work in the early eighteen hundreds, Baptists in the South brought the issue of the compatibility of slaveholding and Christianity to a head. The lead architect of these efforts was Reverend Basil Manly Sr., president of the University of Alabama, and the former pastor of the prominent First Baptist Church of Charleston, South Carolina. On November 25, 1844, Manly and a group of Alabama Baptists sent a letter to the managing board of the Triennial Convention, declaring, “Our duty at this crisis requires us to demand from the proper authorities… the distinct, explicit avowal that slaveholders are eligible, and entitled, equally with nonslaveholders [sic], to all the privileges and immunities of their several unions.” They received a swift and blunt reply from the board: “If any one [sic] should offer himself as a missionary, having slaves, and should insist on retaining them as his property, we could not appoint him.” Leaving no doubt where they stood, they concluded, “One thing is certain: we can never be a party to any arrangement that would imply approbation of slavery.”1

Six months later, Manly and other Baptist leaders across the South gathered in Augusta, Georgia, to form their own organization, the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC). Their “Address to the Public” declared that the goal of the new body was to direct “the energies of the entire denomination into one sacred effort, for the propagation of the gospel.” By the time the SBC met in Savannah, Georgia, just one month after Confederate soldiers opened the Civil War with an attack on Fort Sumter, South Carolina, in April 1861, it was clear that its energies were also focused on supporting the Confederacy. Among other official church business that year, the SBC delegates defended the right of Southern secession and replaced references to the United States of America in the denomination’s constitution with the words “the Southern States of North America.”

While the South lost the war, this secessionist religion not only survived but also thrived. Its powerful role as a religious institution that sacralized white supremacy allowed the Southern Baptist Convention to spread its roots during the late nineteenth century to dominate southern culture. And by the mid-twentieth century, the SBC ultimately evolved into the single largest Christian denomination in the country, setting the tone for American Christianity overall and Christianity’s influence in public life.

Moreover, while northern white Christians clashed with their southern brethren over the issue of slavery, the immediate aftermath of the Civil War revealed—to the dismay of African American abolitionist leaders like Frederick Douglass—that white Christian convictions about the evils of slavery more often than not failed to translate into strong commitments to black equality. As the dust was settling from the Civil War, this tacit shared commitment to white supremacy, and black inferiority, was a central bridge that fostered the rather swift reconciliation between southern and northern whites overall, and southern and northern white Christians specifically.



In my day job, I am the CEO and founder of Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI), a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization that conducts research on issues at the intersection of religion, culture, and politics. With training in both theology and the social sciences, I have always been fascinated by the ways in which beliefs, institutional belonging, and culture impact opinions and behaviors in public space. In our work at PRRI and generally in my research and writing, I strive to conduct research and write as an impartial observer.

But with roots from both sides of my family tree that reach back through the red clay of Twiggs and Bibb Counties, Georgia, into the mid seventeen hundreds, this book—the story of just how intractably white supremacy has become embedded in the DNA of American Christianity—is also personal. The 1815 family Bible on the top shelf of the bookcase in our home library gives witness to ancestors from middle Georgia who were Baptist preachers, slave owners, and Confederate soldiers. My family immigrated to Georgia from Virginia after receiving land grants as a reward for military service in the Revolutionary War as the government was forcibly removing Native Americans from Georgia and supporting the growth of white settlements.

I was born to Southern Baptist parents from this lineage who grew up in Jim Crow–era Macon, Georgia. I was baptized at the age of six at a Southern Baptist church in Texas, trained in Baptist Sunday school, and came of age as a leader in my Southern Baptist youth group in Jackson, Mississippi, where my family moved when I was seven. As a teenager, in addition to a raft of extracurricular clubs and activities, I was regularly at church for as many as five meetings per week: worship services on Sunday morning and evening; Baptist “Training Union” (classes on denominational polity and doctrine) and choir practice Sunday afternoons; Monday-evening “church visitation” (outreach to potential new members and current members with low attendance levels); Tuesday-night Bible study; and Wednesday-night community supper, prayer meeting, and youth group activities. Thursday through Saturday were “Sabbath” rest days from church.

I memorized Scripture, agonized episodically over whether I was truly “saved,” kept daily prayer journals, took for granted that prayer was an important part of dating (and, yes, even at times a way to get to second base), and read the Bible cover to cover over the course of a year in high school. The summer after graduation, through a connection with a former pastor, I had the opportunity to work for Billy Graham—as part of convention security, of all things—for a three-week meeting in Amsterdam for itinerant evangelists from all over the world. I received my undergraduate degree from Mississippi College—a Southern Baptist college from which my father, mother, and brother all hold degrees—and went on to complete a Master of Divinity degree from Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary in Fort Worth, Texas.

And yet it wasn’t until I was a twenty-year-old seminary student in a Baptist history class that I heard anything substantive or serious about the white supremacist roots of my Christian family tree. I generally knew that there had been a split between northern and Southern Baptists, but the narrative was vague. Baptists in the South, I was taught, were caught in larger cultural and political fights that were rending the country in the mid eighteen hundreds. And—just as I had learned from my Mississippi public school education—the true causes of the Civil War were “complicated.” Slavery was not the central issue but merely one of many North-South conflicts precipitating the split.

As prominent Baptist historian Walter “Buddy” Shurden has pointed out, it wasn’t until the last two decades of the twentieth century that white Baptist historians directly faced up to the proslavery, white supremacist origins of their denomination. Robert Baker, a professor at Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary through the first half of the twentieth century, acknowledged that “the involvement of the South in the ‘peculiar institution’ ” was a factor in the divide, but he quickly argued that there were other “strong considerations” for a separate body beyond this issue. But his student Leon McBeth—who assumed Baker’s mantle as one of the leading Baptist historians of his day and in whose classroom this reality came into focus for me—gave it straight in his 1987 textbook, The Baptist Heritage: Four Centuries of Baptist Witness: “Slavery was the main issue that led to the 1845 schism; that is a cold historical fact.”2

Even though I was among the first generation of seminarians who received a more honest account of Southern Baptist beginnings, the critical narrative often stopped with the causes of the Civil War. Reconstruction, if it was mentioned at all, was generally represented as a time when white southerners were victimized by vengeful occupying federal forces who supported black politicians primarily as a way of humiliating their defeated enemies. Southern whites were victims who were dishonorably treated after fighting a noble war.

It would not be until I was well into a PhD program at Emory University in my thirties that I was confronted with the brutal violence that white Christians deployed to resist black enfranchisement following the Civil War. The theologically backed assertion of the superiority of both “the white race” and Protestant Christianity undergirded a century of religiously sanctioned terrorism in the form of ritualized lynchings and other forms of public violence and intimidation. Both the informal conduits of white power, such as the White Citizens’ Councils of the 1950s and 1960s, and the state and local government offices, were populated by pastors, deacons, Sunday school teachers, and other upstanding members of prominent white churches. The link between political leaders and prominent white churches was not just incidental; these religious connections served as the moral underpinning for the entire project of protecting the dominant social and political standing of whites.

This book puts forward a simple proposition: it is time—indeed, well beyond time—for white Christians in the United States to reckon with the racism of our past and the willful amnesia of our present. Underneath the glossy, self-congratulatory histories that white Christian churches have written about themselves is a thinly veiled, deeply troubling reality. White Christian churches have not just been complacent; they have not only been complicit; rather, as the dominant cultural power in America, they have been responsible for constructing and sustaining a project to protect white supremacy and resist black equality. This project has framed the entire American story.

American Christianity’s theological core has been thoroughly structured by an interest in protecting white supremacy. While it may seem obvious to mainstream white Christians today that slavery, segregation, and overt declarations of white supremacy are antithetical to the teachings of Jesus, such a conviction is, in fact, recent and only partially conscious for most white American Christians and churches. The unsettling truth is that, for nearly all of American history, the Jesus conjured by most white congregations was not merely indifferent to the status quo of racial inequality; he demanded its defense and preservation as part of the natural, divinely ordained order of things.

Drawing on a mix of history, memoir, and contemporary public opinion survey data, this book reveals unsettling truths about what white Christians actually believe, what motivates their behavior, and what constitutes the core of their identity. The historical record of lived Christianity in America reveals that Christian theology and institutions have been the central cultural tent pole holding up the very idea of white supremacy. And the genetic imprint of this legacy remains present and measurable in contemporary white Christianity, not only among evangelicals in the South but also among mainline Protestants in the Midwest and Catholics in the Northeast.

The Baptist denominational history is not unique in American Christianity. Virtually all of the major white mainline Protestant denominations split over the issue of slavery. For example, Northern and Southern Methodists parted ways in 1845, the same year as the Baptists, producing an additional spark for the tinderbox of Southern political secession. While they disagreed about slavery, both Southern and Northern Methodists agreed that black Methodists should hold a subservient place not just in society but even in Christian fellowship. Even after the southern and northern branches of Methodists reunited in 1939, they refused to integrate black Methodist churches into their existing regional jurisdictions. Instead, they segregated all black congregations into a newly created and deceptively named “Central Jurisdiction,” thereby limiting their influence in the denomination for three decades until this system was finally abolished in 1968.3 And while the national United Methodist denomination did considerable courageous work supporting the civil rights movement, most white Methodists in the pews rejected or simply ignored national denominational directives and actions. In the South, white Methodists were hardly distinguishable from white Baptists in continuing to promote white supremacy during the civil rights era.

The history of white supremacy among white Catholics is more complex. With its roots in Western Europe, Roman Catholicism has a long history of colonialism, particularly in Africa and the global South, where centuries of atrocities against and oppression of black and brown peoples were justified by convictions that white Christians were God’s chosen means of “civilizing” the world. One of the first black men to set foot on North American soil, for example, was a slave, one of four Catholic Spaniards who survived a harrowing trek across what is now Florida, Arkansas, and Texas in 1536.4 Catholics and Catholic institutions were also prominent slaveholders in states such as Maryland in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In the spring of 1785, for example, John Carroll, superior of the priests working in the missions of Maryland who eventually became the first bishop and archbishop in the US, summarized the Catholic population in the newly formed state: “The Catholic population in Maryland is about 15,800. Of this number nine thousand are adult freemen, that is above twelve years of age; about three thousand are children, and the same number of slaves of all ages, come from Africa, who are called ‘Negroes’ because of their color.”5 In other words, about one-fifth of Catholics in late eighteenth-century Maryland were slaves owned by white Catholics or white Catholic institutions.

Racialized attitudes persisted into the twentieth century. As blacks began to pour into northern cities to escape oppression in the South as part of the “great migration” in the early nineteen hundreds, the Catholic Church responded by modifying its long-standing policy of assigning Catholics to parishes based on where they lived. In his 1970 book Black Priest, White Church: Catholics and Racism, Father Lawrence Lucas, a black Catholic priest, reported his experiences growing up in the 1930s and 1940s in New York’s Central Harlem. As the neighborhood’s racial composition shifted, whites remained assigned to their nearest parish church, but the Catholic hierarchy segregated all African Americans into St. Mark’s Parish, regardless of where they lived. They also designated St. Mark’s school as the destination for black children, which was put under the special direction of the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament for the Indians and Colored People, an order of nuns founded in 1891 to work specifically with Native Americans and African Americans. White clergy rigidly enforced these lines, which protected the other eight white parishes from being integrated, sometimes violently. Father Lucas recalled one zealous priest standing on the church steps with a bullwhip to discourage any blacks from attending services. Reflecting back on his experience of these racist practices, Lucas noted dryly, “This wasn’t the bad, bad South; it was the good, good North.”6

On the other hand, Catholics faced their own serious persecution at the hands of white Protestants in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century America. Along with African Americans and Jews, Catholics were targeted by the Ku Klux Klan as threats to a white Protestant American culture. As late as 1946, even the liberal editor of The Christian Century, the flagship magazine of white mainline Protestantism, could write about Catholicism as a threat to American culture, describing it as “a self-enclosed system of power resting on the broad base of the submission of its people, whose submission it is able to exploit for the gaining of yet more power in the political and cultural life of the secular community.”7

But following the election of our first Catholic president, John F. Kennedy, in 1960, a number of forces have led to the mainstreaming of white Catholics. Kennedy’s election and popularity as president served to secure Catholicism’s place in a broader “Judeo-Christian” ethos. The earliest phase of the Christian Right movement didn’t bridge the Protestant-Catholic divide. But when Protestant Christian Right leaders such as Jerry Falwell Sr. followed the advice of Catholic political activist Paul Weyrich to include opposition to abortion as a leading issue for the nascent movement in the late 1970s—as white Protestants were increasingly fleeing the Democratic Party over its support for civil rights—old antipathies quickly gave way to the promise of new political alliances.

By the closing decades of the twentieth century, young white Protestants could read the shifting attitudes about Catholics in the generational differences among their relatives. Grandparents thought of Catholicism as a dangerous foreign import, a papist cult that was unchristian and incompatible with democracy. Parents thought of Catholics as an outmoded but tolerable offshoot of the Christian family tree. And the youngest generation came to see them as just another “denomination” of white Christians—and one that was an important source of political reinforcement for battles being waged on two fronts: resistance to demands for black equality and opposition to the women’s movement and the gay rights movement.

By the late twentieth century, Irish, Italian, French, Spanish, Polish, and other nonblack Catholics had been admitted into the ranks of white Christianity, with all the rights, privileges, and white supremacist expectations thereof. Across this bridge, the lines of cultural influence flowed in both directions. White Catholics carried abortion politics into the white conservative Protestant camp, where it was melded with antigay sentiment to create the peculiar alchemy of “family values.” As I demonstrate in chapter 4, they also carried with them a particularly northern and urban brand of white supremacy. And the white Protestant Christian Right offered to legitimize their new political allies’ claims to the coveted categories of whiteness and mainstream Christianity.

After centuries of complicity, the norms of white supremacy have become deeply and broadly integrated into white Christian identity, operating far below the level of consciousness. To many well-meaning white Christians today—evangelical Protestant, mainline Protestant, and Catholic—Christianity and a cultural norm of white supremacy now often feel indistinguishable, with an attack on the latter triggering a full defense of the former.

In many ways, this book is an account of my own journey of gradual personal awakening to these realities. While my seminary training in the white evangelical world and my PhD work in the (mostly) white mainline Protestant world removed some of the historical scales from my eyes, it wasn’t until I was in the full swing of a career steeped in public opinion research that I realized just how fully these attitudes still haunt white Christians today.

To be sure, most white denominations, and most white Christians, have today taken pains to distance themselves from slavery, the Jim Crow laws that enforced racial segregation, and overtly racist attitudes openly espoused in the past. But in survey after survey, white Christians stand out in their negative attitudes about racial, ethnic, and religious minorities (especially Muslims), the unequal treatment of African Americans by police and the criminal justice system, their anxieties about the changing face of the country, and their longing for a past when white Protestantism was the undisputed cultural power. Whatever the explicit public proclamations of white denominations and individual Christians, the public opinion data reveal that the historical legacy of white supremacy lives on in white Christianity today.


The Importance of Our Current Moment

In the history of the nation, there are moments of extraordinary transformation, when the wheels of demographic, cultural, and economic change turn together. In between the old and new orders, particularly for those who are most swept up in the currents, there seems to be little direction to the flow of history. Chaos rules. The old assumptions fail. Hierarchies are turned on their heads. Common sense no longer functions. In his Prison Notebooks, early twentieth-century political theorist Antonio Gramsci expressed this sentiment from his cell in a Fascist prison in Italy: “The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum, a great variety of morbid symptoms appear.” In a recent essay, Slavoj Žižek, a contemporary philosopher and cultural critic, powerfully paraphrased the last part of Gramsci’s quote in a way that captures the anxiety and fears—and real dangers—that these moments produce: “Now is the time for monsters.”8

We are living in one of these interregnum moments between an old and new order. In the last few decades, the country has undergone tremendous demographic and cultural change, and the peaks of this emerging new landscape are gradually breaking through the surface of the public consciousness. As I documented in The End of White Christian America, the sun has set on the era of white Christian dominance.9 Looking just at race and ethnicity, the US Census Bureau predicts that by 2043 America will be majority nonwhite, and there are already more nonwhite than white children being born and attending the country’s elementary schools. Add the lens of religion and culture, and it becomes evident that we have already crossed an important threshold. The last year that WASPs (white Anglo-Saxon Protestants) comprised a majority was 1993. In 2018, if you combined all white, non-Hispanic Christians—Protestant, Catholic, Orthodox, and other nondenominational groups—they comprised only 42 percent of the country, down from 54 percent just a decade ago in 2008.10

This new awareness has caused a range of reactions, with some mourning the death of the old and some pushing the new into life. More than any other factors, the demands for equality in the civil rights movement and reactions to demographic change have shaped the current contours of our two political parties. As the Democratic Party came to be identified as the party of civil rights, white Christians increasingly moved to the Republican Party—a migration that political scientists have dubbed “the great white switch.”11 Beginning with 1980 and in every national presidential election since, the voting patterns of religious Americans can be accurately described this way: majorities of white Christians—including not just evangelicals but also mainliners and Catholics—vote for Republican candidates, while majorities of all other religious groups vote for Democratic candidates. The racial divides within the Catholic Church are especially illustrative. For nearly two decades, approximately six in ten white Catholics have consistently supported Republican candidates, while approximately seven in ten Hispanic Catholics have supported Democratic candidates.12

In the legal arena, the Supreme Court legalized same-sex marriage in all fifty states in 2015, just eleven years after a dozen mostly southern states passed constitutional amendments prohibiting it. In politics, we elected our first African American president in 2008 and granted him a second term four years later. In the cultural arena, the #BlackLivesMatter and #TakeAKnee movements have exploded onto the scene, demanding justice for the alarming number of African Americans who are killed by police and for the disproportionate number of black men who are incarcerated. There have also been increasing calls—and some important actions—to remove Confederate battle flags and to take down a few of the thousands of Confederate monuments that dot the South’s public spaces. There is even a renewed movement to have a serious conversation about economic reparations for the descendants of enslaved African Americans.

These forces have found expression, too, in the emergence of new institutions such as the recently opened Mississippi Civil Rights Museum in Jackson, and the striking National Memorial for Peace and Justice in Montgomery, Alabama. The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum—the first and only civil rights museum publicly funded by a state—unflinchingly tells the story of the brutality of white supremacy, notably including the role that white Christian churches played in justifying and enforcing segregation and resisting civil rights for African Americans. The National Memorial for Peace and Justice stands as a stark witness to the more than 4,400 African Americans who were lynched between 1877 and 1950. Notably, it is within sight of the Alabama Statehouse, where Jefferson Davis took the oath of office as president of the Confederate States of America, with Reverend Basil Manly Sr. at his side, in 1861.

Taken in isolation, these movements can appear disconnected, but they are better understood as epiphenomena, surface ripples signaling the presence of deeper currents. Like water rushing through a failing dam, this energy represents the cumulative claims to justice that have been submerged and held back by the sheer dominance of white Christian America.

Perhaps nothing has made the dynamics of our current moment clearer—including how powerfully racial divides run through American Christianity and politics—than Donald Trump’s unlikely rise to power. Trump laid the groundwork for his candidacy by trolling President Barack Obama on social media and repeatedly questioning both Obama’s US citizenship and religion. For example, Trump made the following unfounded claim on Fox News in 2011: “He doesn’t have a birth certificate. He may have one, but there’s something on that, maybe religion, maybe it says he is a Muslim.” And unlike Republican presidential nominee John McCain, who actually took the microphone away from a woman who made similar claims at a town hall meeting during the 2008 campaign, Trump encouraged this line of thinking among his supporters. At a rally in New Hampshire, a supporter claimed, “We have a problem in this country. It’s called Muslims. You know our current president is one. You know he’s not even an American.” Chuckling, Trump replied, “We need this question. This is the first question.” For Trump, this was more than made-for-TV political theater; it was a successful political strategy. Even toward the end of Obama’s second term in office, a September 2015 CNN/ORC poll found that 54 percent of Trump supporters, and 43 percent of all Republicans, believed Obama to be a Muslim.13

While Trump has been an unconventional president in many respects, one clear through line of his candidacy and presidency has been his wink-and-nod encouragement of the alt-right white supremacist movement in the United States. Trump initially refused to disavow an endorsement by former grand wizard of the KKK David Duke; refused to condemn white nationalists who marched in Charlottesville, Virginia, resulting in the death of one counterprotestor; verbally attacked black National Football League players who took a knee during the national anthem to protest the killing of African Americans by police; and has consistently avoided unequivocal condemnations of violence perpetrated by white nationalists.

There is clear evidence that we are witnessing measurable upticks in hate crimes and hate groups. The FBI reports that hate crimes increased by 30 percent in the three-year period ending in 2017;14 the Southern Poverty Law Center reports that the number of hate groups operating across America rose to a record high of 1,020, a 30 percent increase from 2016 and the highest on record since tracking began in 1999.15 And anti-Semitic incidents in the United States surged 57 percent in 2017, the largest rise in a single year since the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) began tracking such crimes in 1979.16 Remarkably, the wink-and-nod behavior of the president has been so prevalent, and the resulting increase in violence so pronounced, that a 2018 PRRI survey found that a majority (54 percent) of Americans said they believe that President Trump’s statements and behavior have encouraged white supremacist groups.17

Through it all, Trump has retained the support of white Christians. While much has been made of the strong support of white evangelical Protestants for Trump (81 percent, according to the exit polls in 2016), a Pew Research Center postelection analysis based on validated voters found that strong majorities of white Catholics (64 percent) and white mainline Protestants (57 percent) also cast their votes for Trump. By contrast, fully 96 percent of African American Protestants and 62 percent of white religiously unaffiliated voters cast their votes for the Democratic candidate, Hillary Clinton.18

While many have scratched their heads wondering how white Christians could support a candidate who has made white supremacy a foundation of his campaign and presidency, knowing how deeply racist attitudes persist among white Christians today makes this unorthodox political marriage less mysterious. Trump’s own racism allowed him to do what other candidates couldn’t: solidify the support of a majority of white Christians, not despite, but through appeals to white supremacy.

By activating the white supremacy sequence within white Christian DNA, which was primed for receptivity by the perceived external threat of racial and cultural change in the country, Trump was able to convert white evangelicals in the course of a single political campaign from so-called values voters to “nostalgia voters.” Trump’s powerful appeal to white evangelicals was not that he spoke to the culture wars around abortion or same-sex marriage, or his populist appeals to economic anxieties, but rather that he evoked powerful fears about the loss of white Christian dominance amid a rapidly changing environment.19

The Challenge of Seeing White Supremacy in America

The biggest challenge for addressing the ongoing legacy of white supremacy is recovering the plain meaning of the words. For most whites, the term primarily evokes white sheets and burning crosses—extremist images, mostly from a bygone era. Eddie Glaude Jr., a distinguished university professor of African American studies at Princeton University and past president of the American Academy of Religion, describes this conceptual problem vividly in his book Democracy in Black: How Race Still Enslaves the American Soul:

“The phrase white supremacy conjures images of bad men in hooded robes who believe in white power, burn crosses, and scream the word nigger. But that’s not quite what I mean here. On a broader level, white supremacy involves the way a society organizes itself, and what and whom it chooses to value.… And that’s white supremacy without all the bluster: a set of practices informed by the fundamental belief that white people are valued more than others.”20

Because of this radical narrowing of our understanding of white supremacy, the term paradoxically functions to soothe rather than trouble most white consciences. If white supremacy applies only to the KKK and its ilk, the logic runs, even an abstract condemnation of these extremist groups is the equivalent of a rejection of white supremacy. White responses to the problem of white supremacy too often begin with “Of course.” But this inoculation of white consciences is actually as big a problem as the documented rise of fringe white supremacist groups. It creates within mainstream white Christians moral antibodies that preemptively neutralize thornier questions about the current power of white supremacy in our institutions, culture, and psyches.

If we slow down enough to reexamine the plain meaning of the phrase, its continued relevance comes clearly into view. Even rearranging the words—from “white supremacy” to “supremacy of whites”—gets us closer to a clearer meaning: the continued prevalence of the idea that white people are superior to, or more valuable than, black and other nonwhite people. And, most important, this subtle transposition gets us to what’s really at stake: that white people’s superior nature thus entitles them to hold positions of power over black and other nonwhite people.

A dizzying array of resources across multiple fields of human inquiry has been deployed to defend the idea of the supremacy of whites over other ethnic groups. By far, the strongest were theological arguments that presented white supremacy as divine mandate. Particular readings of the Bible provided the scaffolding for these arguments. Blacks, for example, were cast as descendants of Cain, whom the book of Genesis describes as being physically marked by God after killing his brother, Abel, and then lying to God about the crime. In this narrative, the original black ancestor was a criminal, and modern-day dark-skinned people continue to bear the physical mark of this ancient transgression; it did not need to be reiterated that they likely inherited not only their ancestor’s physical distinctiveness but also his inferior moral character. These teachings persisted in many white evangelical Protestant circles well into the late twentieth century.

The scientific community also served to shore up the foundations of white supremacy. It spawned the nineteenth-century field of phrenology, an entire scientific movement that meticulously measured skull shapes and sizes of different people groups with the goal of providing demonstrable physical evidence for the inferior mental capacity of blacks. When this movement became discredited, some in the field of psychology took up where it left off, trading in their calipers for standardized mental capacity tests. As recently as the 1990s, psychologist Richard Herrnstein and political scientist Charles Murray argued in their controversial book The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Public Life that black Americans’ lower scores on standardized IQ tests were innately tied to race.21

Virtually every tool for the production of human knowledge about the world has been co-opted to justify white supremacy. The effect was a hydra-like defense of the racial hierarchy, so that with the defeat of one argument, another immediately raised its head. These justifications were so ubiquitous that they seemed to be the natural order of things, with tendrils creeping into cultural crevices big and small, and stubbornly providing places for white supremacist arguments to take hold again, even after being dislodged elsewhere.

The Challenge of Seeing Whiteness

For most Americans who have been raised to understand themselves as white, whiteness itself is, not surprisingly, more difficult to see than even white supremacy. James Baldwin, writer and cultural critic, repeatedly turned to this theme as the crux of America’s deepest problems in his writings and public lectures in the mid-twentieth century. Baldwin powerfully addressed this particularly American dilemma in an article on language and race in 1979:


This nation is not now, never has been, and never will be, a white country. There is not a white person in the country, including the President and all his friends, who can prove he is white. The people who settled this country came from many places. It was not so elsewhere in the world. In France, they were French; in England, they were English; in Italy, they were Italian; in Greece, they were Greek; in Russia, they were Russian. From this I want to point out a paradox: blacks, Indians, Chicanos, Asians, and that beleaguered handful of white people who understand their history are the only people who know who they are.22



I recall struggling mightily with the concept of race as a social construct when I was first introduced to the idea in graduate school. Given the virtually impenetrable black-white divide I experienced growing up, my first reaction was skepticism. Even if race was a social invention, as far as I could tell, it would not change much in the world I knew. But looking back now, I believe that reaction stemmed from my assumption that this insight would be applied primarily to understanding the constructed nature of nonwhite racial identities. And the academic deconstruction of the category “black” or “African American” seemed woefully inadequate to the task of producing any shift in black-white power relations. Even if every white person in the country became convinced of the fictional nature of blackness, it seemed unlikely to unravel the deeply held and strongly defended notions of race and racial hierarchies.

It has only gradually dawned on me—indeed, it feels like an ongoing process of understanding—that pulling back the veil on the fictional nature of whiteness is the necessary step. For whiteness is the mortar holding together the fortress of white supremacy, and if it crumbles, those walls will inevitably collapse. Because of its binding importance, the idea of whiteness has been, and remains today, vigilantly defended. In fact, virtually nothing has proven too costly a sacrifice on the altar of its defense: the bloodbath of the Civil War, the construction of a segregated education system, the creation of an apartheid Jim Crow system of laws enforcing segregation across all aspects of society, redlining real estate practices that divided virtually all of our major cities along racial lines, the development of a criminal justice system that disproportionately incarcerates millions of black men, and even the distortion of Christian theology. If one stops long enough to reflect on it, the ransom this fiction has demanded to sustain itself is staggering: the number of lives both white and black, the amount of money and cultural energy, and the disfigurement of some of our most precious ideals.

The project of seeing the constructed nature of whiteness, which is to say seeing ourselves more clearly for who we really are, is a particularly American responsibility, since the idea of whiteness most fully blossomed on American soil. The opportunity and the possibility of becoming white, and thereby being admitted to the privileged class, existed uniquely here; as immigrants landed on this country’s shores, the real prize in the land of opportunity was not economic success but the possibility, for some, of becoming white. And this project is also a particularly Christian responsibility, since white Christian institutions and people were the primary architects and guardians of this exclusionary form of Americanness, which made full membership in the nation contingent on skin tone and religious belief.

Seeing the Role of Christianity in Sustaining White Supremacy

Speaking in 1964 on the one hundredth anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation and in the wake of police violence against civil rights demonstrators in Birmingham, Alabama, James Baldwin flipped the script on what was then often called “the negro problem.” In a talk entitled “The White Problem,” Baldwin argued that the need to maintain a Christian veneer over the practice of slavery further degraded an already immoral system and distorted Christianity itself:


The people who settled the country had a fatal flaw. They could recognize a man when they saw one. They knew he wasn’t—I mean you can tell, they knew he wasn’t—anything else but a man; but since they were Christian, and since they had already decided they had come here to establish a free country, the only way to justify the role that this chattel was playing in one’s life was to say that he was not a man. For if he wasn’t a man, then no crime had been committed. This is the root of the present trouble.23



Perhaps the most powerful role white Christianity has played in the gruesome drama of slavery, lynchings, Jim Crow, and massive resistance to racial equality is to maintain an unassailable sense of religious purity that protects white racial innocence. Through every chapter, white Christianity has been at the ready to ensure white Christians that they are alternatively—and sometimes simultaneously—the noble protagonists and the blameless victims.

And the dominant white supremacist culture that American Christianity has sustained has returned the favor by deflecting any attempt to trace the ideology to its religious source. White Christian ministers and churches can assert inerrant biblical teachings that people of African descent are, a few thousand years removed, the descendants of Cain in the Old Testament who was punished by God for disobedience with a physical mark; that the God of the universe has chosen whites to civilize and dominate the earth; and that the separation of the races, particularly white and black in this middle part of North America, is unquestionably God ordained. And when the arc of history finally reveals these Christian teachings on which so many of us were raised for what they are—that is, racist—the culture rather than Christianity takes the fall.

Conclusion

In 1990 novelist Toni Morrison gave a set of lectures at Harvard University in which she challenged a key assumption in American literature: “that traditional, canonical American literature is free of, uninformed, and unshaped by the four-hundred-year-old presence of, first, Africans and then African Americans in the United States.”24 Much of American literary criticism, she argued, approached the works of (mostly white) authors on their own terms. If a work did not thematize race, the question of how the unacknowledged presence of African Americans shaped the writing was not asked; if the text did include an African American character, analysis was largely confined to the world of the text rather than placing that world on the larger canvas of racial realities that must have informed the writer.

Morrison’s insight merits quoting at length:


These speculations have led me to wonder whether the major and championed characteristics of our national literature—individualism, masculinity, social engagement versus historical isolation; acute and ambiguous moral problematics; the thematics of innocence coupled with an obsession with figurations of death and hell—are not in fact responses to a dark, abiding, signing African presence. It has occurred to me that the very manner in which American literature distinguishes itself as a coherent entity exists because of this unsettled and unsettling population. Just as the formation of the nation necessitated coded language and purposeful restriction to deal with the racial disingenuousness and moral frailty at its heart, so too did the literature, whose founding characteristics extend into the twentieth century, reproduce the necessity for codes and restriction.25



Morrison was mostly concerned with the health of American literature, but her concerns also have particular relevance to religion. While this perspective has received attention in the academy, most white Christians continue to operate as if the theological world they have inherited and continue to sustain is somehow “free of, uninformed, and unshaped by” the presence of African Americans. The power of this mythology of pure, isolated white Christian theology can be seen in the fact that it persists even in the face of glaring historical facts to the contrary.

For example, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as Protestant churches were springing up in newly settled territories after Native American populations were forcibly removed, it was common practice—observed, for example, at the Baptist church that was the progenitor of my parents’ church in Macon, Georgia—for slaveholding whites to bring their slaves to church with them. Whites sat in the front, while enslaved blacks sat in the back or in specially constructed galleries above. This was a norm for centuries in white slaveholding Protestant churches, from frontier Baptists to highbrow Episcopalians. And this practice wasn’t limited to white Protestant churches. Urban Catholic parishes in major cities such as New York were, as late as the 1940s, still requiring black members to sit in the back pews and approach the altar last to receive the Eucharist, oblivious to how this distorted the meaning of what was in theory a sacrament of Christian unity.26

In these seedbeds of lived American Christianity, both Protestant and Catholic, white Christians received instruction in the faith from white ministers with a “dark, abiding, signing African presence” literally seated behind their backs or above their heads. While not in white congregants’ field of vision during the service, this looming presence shaped what could be practiced (a slave master cannot share a common cup of Christian fellowship with his slaves) and preached (light on Exodus and heavy on Paul) and how white Christians came to embody and understand their faith, generation after generation.

The effect of the enslaved African American presence on early white American Christianity, and the white supremacist beliefs this unholy arrangement conjured, was, of course, not confined to the sanctuary. Like a distant planet whose presence is detected by its effect on the objects around it, this unacknowledged black presence exerted a strong gravitational pull on the development of white Christianity, both inside and outside its stained glass windows.

This book illustrates the way in which the coherence of contemporary white Christian beliefs and practices are dependent on this unacknowledged African American presence. It documents the disfiguring and intransigent legacy that a centuries-long commitment to white supremacy has created within white Christianity and calls for an honest accounting of and reckoning with a complicated, painful, and even shameful past.

But the book is importantly not an appeal to altruism. Drawing on lessons gleaned from case studies of communities beginning to face these challenges, it argues that contemporary white Christians must take up this work not just because it is morally right or politically prudent but also because it is the only path that can salvage the integrity of our faith, psyches, and legacies. If we are going to understand the surging current of racism, anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, and our increasingly tribalistic politics in what the southern-born writer Flannery O’Connor dubbed our “Christ-haunted” land, we have to start here at its genesis. It’s no exaggeration to say our very identities—our souls, to put it theologically—are at stake.






— 2 — Remembering Christianity as the Conductor of White Supremacy


One of the most violent expressions of white supremacy occurred on Easter Sunday 1873 in the Baptist-dominated town of Colfax, Louisiana. The state was still reeling from defeat in the Civil War, and the 1872 election was only the second held under the auspices of the new 1868 state constitution that enfranchised black voters as part of Reconstruction. While antebellum state and local politics had been dominated by the pro-Confederate Democratic Party, the first Reconstruction election had resulted in widespread Republican victories for state and local office, including for the first time black officials such as Lieutenant Governor P. B. S. Pinchback.

Federal authorities had also reorganized the state after the war, with new towns and parishes taking on names of the Union victors. Colfax itself had been renamed in 1868. Originally called Calhoun’s Landing, after a wealthy slave-owning planter, Meredith Calhoun, it now honored Schuyler Colfax, vice president under President Ulysses S. Grant. And Grant Parish, for which Colfax is the county seat, was carved out of the larger Rapides Parish and named for the president. Determined to push back these changes, including what they saw as the humiliation of federal occupation and “negro rule,” whites revolted.

In Colfax, a group of armed African American Republicans, hearing of an impending attack, barricaded themselves inside the Grant Parish courthouse to defend the results of the elections and their lawful authority to assume office. Soon thereafter, a group of 150 whites surrounded the courthouse and opened fire. Leading the assault was Christopher Columbus Nash, the local sheriff and an ex-Confederate soldier who would go on to found the White League, a paramilitary organization that admonished whites in the South to organize and fight for “the maintenance of our hereditary civilization and Christianity menaced by a stupid Africanization [sic].”1

Nash’s followers turned a small cannon on the courthouse and set fire to the roof. Nearly seventy African Americans were killed in the initial battle. When the remaining African Americans inside surrendered, thirty-seven were marched outside and publicly executed in the town square.2 During the remainder of the day, more African Americans were rounded up and jailed, and approximately fifty more were executed that night. After the massacre, the bodies of the executed African Americans were hastily buried in trenches on the courthouse grounds, both as a terrifying symbol of what fate might await African Americans who attempted to assert political power and as an act of cruelty, since it denied their families the opportunity for proper Christian funerals and burials.3

Today there are two monuments to these events in Colfax, both erected by whites, which cast the occupation of the courthouse by black elected officials as a “riot” rather than what they were: a defense of the results of a lawful election that ended in a massacre by terrorists. The town cemetery is dominated by a white marble obelisk erected shortly after the event that reads: “In loving remembrance, erected to the memory of the heroes Stephen Decatur Parish, James West Hadnot, Sidney Harris who fell in the Colfax riot fighting for white supremacy.” The other is an official plaque, erected in 1950 at the request of the mayor by the Louisiana State Department of Commerce and Industry, which describes the incident this way: “On this site occurred the Colfax riots, in which 3 white men and 150 black men were slain. This event, on April 13, 1873, marked the end of carpetbag misrule in the South.” And although you might miss it because it is not formally marked, the “Colfax riot cannon,” as it is known by most local whites, still sits in the front yard of a Colfax resident.4

With success in Colfax, the White League then set its sights on New Orleans and the newly elected Republican governor. In 1874 more than five thousand armed members of the Crescent City White League, constituted primarily of ex-Confederate soldiers, attacked local New Orleans and state police and drove the governor from office, occupying government buildings for three days before President Grant sent federal troops that finally forced their retreat. This conflict became known as the battle of Liberty Place, and the white citizens of New Orleans memorialized this conflict with a monument installed prominently on Canal Street in 1891. Its inscription declared that the White League’s actions had overthrown the “carpetbag government, ousting the usurpers, Governor Kellogg (white) and Lieutenant-Governor Antoine (colored).” While the inscription noted that the “usurpers” were reinstated by US troops, it ended with this declaration of victory, echoing the Colfax monuments: “But the national election of November 1876 recognized white supremacy in the South and gave us our state.” This monument stood in place until it was finally removed in 2017 amid threats of violence by local whites.

As the inscription notes, the period of federal protection for African American rights across the South lasted approximately two presidential election cycles. Employing what can only be called organized acts of white Christian terrorism, whites ruthlessly clawed back power in the southern states, and the federal government largely withdrew, abandoning former slaves to fend for themselves.

Southern whites felt vindicated. Mapping the experience of Civil War defeat and the resurgence of white supremacy onto Christian conceptions of crucifixion, resurrection, and salvation, they dubbed this new period “Redemption.” After seizing back control of the formal political institutions, whites focused on reasserting their dominance in the cultural realm. And the means of enforcing racial dominance shifted from paramilitary clashes reminiscent of the war to the new tool of terrorism, using acts of extreme violence against individual victims to evoke widespread fear among African Americans. Their message was clear: anything but complete deference to whites could result in unspeakable forms of torture and death. For African Americans, the years immediately following the war were first elating and then devastating. W. E. B. DuBois famously described the period as one where “the slave went free; stood a brief moment in the sun; then moved back again toward slavery.”5



One of the most chilling demonstrations of the compatibility of white Protestant Christianity with the racial violence of Redemption was the lynching of Samuel Thomas Wilkes, a black Georgia farmhand, on the third Sunday after Easter in 1899. Wilkes, who was referred to as Sam Hose or Sam Holt in contemporary news accounts, was accused of murdering Alfred Cranford, a prominent white planter, without cause as he ate dinner with his family. According to white newspaper accounts—each of which seemed motivated to outdo the other with shocking details—Wilkes snuck into the Cranford house, buried an ax deeply in Alfred Cranford’s head, then tore an infant from Mattie Cranford, dashed it to the floor, and subsequently raped her multiple times in a puddle of her husband’s blood.

Wilkes himself never denied killing Cranford but gave a very different account of the events. According to Wilkes, he and Cranford had a dispute after Wilkes asked to be paid for work completed and permission to go see his ailing mother. Cranford refused the request for pay and leave and told Wilkes if he pursued the matter, he would shoot him. The next day, while Wilkes was chopping wood in the yard, Cranford approached Wilkes, and they began arguing again. Cranford pulled out a revolver, and Wilkes threw his ax at Cranford, wounding him mortally in the head. He then fled directly into the woods, hiding and heading for his mother’s Marshallville cabin, near which he was eventually captured. He denied assaulting Mrs. Cranford until his last breath.6

On April 13, a day after the alleged crime, the Atlanta Constitution ran the headline “Determined Mob After Hose; He Will Be Lynched If Caught.” The article also included a subhead suggesting just how the lynching might proceed: “Assailant of Mrs. Cranford May Be Brought to Palmetto and Burned at the Stake.” With Wilkes still at large a week later, Governor Allen Candler, a member of one of Georgia’s most prominent Methodist families, offered a $500 reward for his capture. The paper put up another $500 and ran another article, declaring, “When Hose is caught he will either be lynched and his body riddled with bullets or he will be burned at the stake… the mob which is in pursuit of him is composed of determined men… wrought up to an unusual degree.”7

The word that Wilkes had been captured and was to be lynched in the nearby town of Newnan reached Atlanta on a Sunday morning. The scene was surreal. When the city’s white churches emptied from morning services, many worshippers streamed straight from church to the train station, hoping to participate in the much-anticipated lynching. To meet demand, the Atlanta and West Point Railroad put together a special run with six coaches; conductors roamed the platform, shouting, “Special train to Newnan! All aboard for the burning!” But that train was soon overwhelmed, with people hanging on to the outside of the cars and climbing onto the roofs to ensure they didn’t miss the spectacle. Police had to be called in, and the railroad commissioned a second ten-car train behind the first. Packed with approximately two thousand Atlanta citizens, both trains sped toward Newnan.8

Meanwhile, church was also letting out in Newnan just as Wilkes was escorted off the train by his captors, who were delivering him to the jail to collect their reward. The Atlanta Journal noted that a spontaneous and solemn procession formed behind Wilkes and his captors “as church people were leaving their churches.”9 Wilkes made it safely to the jail, but before he was locked in the cell, the crowd threw the bailiff aside, seized the suspect, put a chain around his neck, and brought him back outside. The scene abruptly shifted from solemn order to enthusiastic, cheering chaos.

Before the awful carnivalesque violence erupted, there was one moment of truth. Although there is no record of any Christian clergy addressing the crowd, as they reached the town square and courthouse, they were confronted by two community leaders: former governor William Yates Atkinson and Judge Alvan D. Freeman. Both had probably also just come from worship services, Atkinson from the Presbyterian church and Freeman from the Baptist church. From the courthouse steps, Atkinson pleaded with the crowd not to disgrace their state by circumventing the courts and taking the law into their own hands. This appeal created a momentary silence, but when someone yelled “Burn him!” mayhem ensued. Atkinson managed to regain a hearing for one final fallback plea. Conceding that he could not deter the mob from their plans, he pushed for a change of venue. Atkinson threatened to testify against everyone he knew if the crowd carried out the lynching “in the midst of our homes here in the city.”10 With a roar of agreement, the mob lurched into action.

Given that these events occurred on a Sunday just as worshippers were leaving church, it is striking to note the conspicuous absence of religious opposition to the mob violence. Central Baptist Church was a prominent, newly built structure, and its central location provided a viewing area for many of the swirling events. Historian Edwin Arnold noted the flow from church benedictions to the lynching processional: “members who had attended the Sunday morning services now stood on its steps watching or joined the procession as it passed by.”11 Certainly local clergy would have been aware of what was happening. Yet there is no record that any clergyman addressed the crowd.

For Atkinson’s part, facing the tinderbox of imminent mob violence, he would undoubtedly have reached for the most powerful rhetorical weapon at his disposal. But just moments after a significant portion of the crowd had shared pews, observed Communion, read the Bible, sang hymns, and listened to sermons, Atkinson appealed not to Christian principles and morality but rather to the rule of law as his best strategy for dispersing the crowd. The ex-governor must have instinctively understood that white Christianity, as it was believed and practiced by his fellow townspeople, was perfectly compatible with the mob lynching of a black man.

As the throng left the town square, Wilkes was paraded through the central business district to the Central Baptist Church. There the processional changed direction, moved past the cemetery out of town, and ultimately stopped at the edge of a nearby field, which was chosen to allow a large viewing area. Along the way, at each corner, Wilkes was held aloft periodically for everyone to see, resulting in loud cheers from the crowd.

At the site, he was stripped naked, and a chain was wrapped around his body from neck to foot, locked around his chest, and attached to a tree. Tree limbs and railroad ties were laid at his feet, and young boys scavenged for additional brush to add to the pyre. Before the fire was lit, Wilkes was tortured for a half hour. His ears were cut off, his fingers removed one by one, and his genitals severed—with each held up for the approval of the cheering crowd. With Wilkes in agony but alive, he was doused with kerosene, and the pyre was lit. At that point, he screamed his last words: “Sweet Jesus!” Wilkes struggled against the flames, breaking the chain and lunging forward, at which point several whites pushed him back into the flames with large pieces of lumber and pinned him down until he died. While the intensity of the violence and suffering caused some in the crowd to look away, it also inspired expressions of religious ecstasy reminiscent of revival meetings. “Glory!” an old man in the crowd was recorded as saying. “Glory be to God!”12

But even Wilkes’s gruesome death didn’t fully satisfy the frenzied crowd. The Atlanta Constitution described the aftermath in vivid detail:

“A few smoldering ashes scattered about the place, a blackened stake, are all that is left to tell the story. Not even the bones of the Negro were left in the place, but were eagerly snatched by a crowd of people drawn here from all directions, who almost fought over the burning body of the man, carving it with knives and seeking souvenirs of the occurrence.”13

This event became pivotal in W. E. B. DuBois’s understanding of how embedded white supremacy was in the psyches of many white Christians, who saw no conflict with attending a lynching on the way home from church, and of the most respected white civic and religious leaders who either looked the other way or actively aided the murder. As DuBois was on his way to confront the editor of the Atlanta Constitution about its role in promoting Wilkes’s lynching, he was stunned to see the victim’s fingers and toes proudly on display in the window of the local meat market between his house and the newspaper offices.14 The gruesome, menacing sight literally stopped him in his tracks. DuBois reversed his steps and returned to his office at Atlanta University. Realizing that facts and knowledge could not reach whites capable of such brutality in the bright light of a Sunday afternoon, he often recalled this event as one that “pulled me off my feet” and caused him to switch his career from scholar to activist. As he put it, “[I realized] one could not be a calm, cool, and detached scientist while Negroes were lynched, murdered, and starved.”15



Much of the recorded history of slavery, segregation, and racism gives scant treatment to the integral, active role that white Christian leaders, institutions, and laypeople played in constructing, maintaining, and protecting white supremacy in their local communities. Writing in the midst of these upheavals, even historians critical of racism and segregation often depicted white Christians as being merely complacent. They were guilty of committing sins of omission by ignoring the post–Civil War turmoil in the eras of Reconstruction, Redemption, Jim Crow, and the civil rights struggles of the 1950s and beyond.16 Even those who went further accused white churches only of complicity, of being unwitting captives of the prevailing segregationist culture.17 Both treatments are essentially protectionist, depicting the struggle over black equality as external to churches and Christian theology. More recent scholarship, however, has begun to document the ways in which white churches, religious leaders, and members aggressively defended segregation and “worked with the same enthusiasm for white supremacy inside the sanctuary as out.”18

While charges of complacency and complicity are accurate as far as they go, they overlook the proactive role white religious leaders and white churches played in creating a uniquely American and distinctively Christian form of white supremacy. One of the principal reasons white Christians fought so staunchly to ensure that their own churches remained segregated was because they understood the critical role these institutions played in the protection, production, and proliferation of white supremacy. And, as I note below, while actions of white southern evangelical churches have received most of the historical spotlight, one does not need to cast too far about to see similar actions and shared convictions in white mainline Protestant and white Catholic churches well beyond the former states of the Confederacy.

At a pragmatic level, white churches served as connective tissue that brought together leaders from other social realms to coordinate a campaign of massive resistance to black equality. But at a deeper level, white churches were the institutions of ultimate legitimization, where white supremacy was divinely justified via a carefully cultivated Christian theology. White Christian churches composed the cultural score that made white supremacy sing.


Southern Baptists and the Confederacy

Southern white Christians, particularly Baptists, played a critical role in justifying a particularly southern way of life, including what they sometimes referred to as the “peculiar institution” of slavery. Central to this story, but not widely known, are the efforts of the Reverend Dr. Basil Manly Sr. Born into a wealthy North Carolina plantation family in 1798, Manly followed his mother into the burgeoning Baptist movement in the South over the protestations of his Catholic father. Leveraging his influence as the senior pastor of prominent churches in South Carolina and Alabama, Manly became a pivotal leader in both religious and political secessionist movements. He was the chief architect of the withdrawal of Baptists in the South from cooperative fellowship with their northern brethren over the issue of slavery that established the Southern Baptist Convention; and he was instrumental in building a southern alternative to ministerial educational institutions in the North, which he perceived to be increasingly under the influence of abolitionists.

Manly was widely recognized as the leading theological apologist for slavery in his day. While some other religious leaders would defend slavery by arguing that it was not a moral but a pragmatic or political issue, Manly asserted forcefully an unapologetic theology of white supremacy, arguing that slavery was not an unfortunate necessity but rather part of the divinely ordained hierarchical order of Christian society. Manly’s views were disseminated through his prolific writing, and he frequently engaged in debates with northern abolitionists. When challenged about the right of whites to own and sell African Americans as slaves during one of these exchanges, Manly delivered a vivid declaration of his unencumbered conscience, declaring, “I had no more doubt or compunction than in pocketing the price of a horse or anything else that belonged to me.”19 By the dawn of the Civil War, Manly was acknowledged as one of the most uncompromising religious voices supporting slavery.

Manly first issued a call for a new seminary for Baptists in the South in 1835 while he was serving as pastor of Charleston Church in South Carolina. Over the next two decades, he was “the driving force” in a movement to establish the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in May 1859.20 Manly tapped his connections with other Southern Baptist plantation owners to make the dream a reality. Because the seminary was to be located in Greenville, South Carolina, Baptist residents of that state agreed to raise half of the necessary $200,000 in funding (equivalent to more than $6 million in 2019 dollars). Nearly all of the initial South Carolina funds were provided from the proceeds of slave labor: James P. Boyce, who subsequently became a faculty member in theology and chairman of the faculty, tapped his family’s plantation fortune, which alone provided nearly $70,000; another $26,000 came from the prominent slaveholding Richard Furman family.21 For his efforts, Manly was elected the founding president of the Southern Baptist Seminary’s board of trustees, a position he held for the seminary’s first critical decade leading up to and through the Civil War (1859–1868), and his son Basil Manly Jr. was named a founding faculty member in the area of the Old Testament.22

As important as it was to have a southern place for training Baptist ministers, establishing the seminary was just one arm of a multipronged campaign to protect and sustain a separate southern way of life based on a slaveholding culture and economy. Just as Manly was beginning his first term as the founding board president at Southern Baptist Seminary, he relocated from Charleston to Alabama, where he received a call to become the pastor of the First Baptist Church in Montgomery. Manly wasted no time in putting his defense of slavery and support of Southern secession to work in his new state. At the 1860 Alabama State Baptist Convention, he introduced a successful resolution declaring that Alabama Baptists believed they could “no longer hope for justice, protection, or safety” with reference “to our peculiar property recognized by the constitution.”23 The resolution concluded boldly: “Before mankind and before our God, that we hold ourselves subject to the call to proper authority in defense of the sovereignty and independence of the state of Alabama, and of her sacred right as a sovereignty to withdraw from this union.”24 Prominent nineteenth-century historian Benjamin F. Riley argued that this declaration by the most populous religion in the state did “more to precipitate the secession of Alabama than any other one cause.”25

The following year, Manly was elected to serve as chaplain to the Alabama Secession Convention when it met in the state capitol on January 7, 1861. His opening prayer, which was published the following day on the front page of the Montgomery Advertiser, captured the lofty mood of the convention and the conviction that the actions being considered were of momentous civic and religious importance. He began by praising God for reserving “this fair portion of the earth so long undiscovered, unpolluted with the wars and the crimes of the old world that Thou mightest here establish a free government and a pure religion.”26 And he concluded the prayer with an appeal for divine guidance for the representatives, that they might “promote the maintenance of equal rights, of civil freedom and good government, may promote the welfare of man, and the glory of Thy name!”27 Four days later, the Alabama convention voted to secede from the United States. Manly wrote home to his wife, Sarah, “God bless this State! You cannot conceive of the enthusiasm and feeling.”28

Over the next few months, Manly played a key role in the formation and theological legitimation of the Confederate States of America, while simultaneously performing his roles as pastor of First Baptist Church in Montgomery and board president at Southern Baptist Seminary in Greenville. Manly helped a fellow Baptist, Jabez Lamar Monroe Curry, draft Alabama’s new state constitution. When Alabama invited the other Southern states to attend a convention to form a new confederacy in February 1861, Manly was elected as the official chaplain of the Provisional Congress of the Confederate States. He offered the opening prayer, asking for divine protection and that the new Confederacy would last “as long as the sun and the moon.”29 He was in the room when the new government was organized and took credit for a preamble to the Confederate Constitution that invoked “the favor of Almighty God.”30

But the most prominent role for Manly was yet to come. Recognizing his standing as the leading religious voice justifying slavery and calling for secession, Jefferson Davis chose him to give the invocation at his inauguration as president of the Confederacy on February 18, 1861. As eager crowds gathered along the streets of Montgomery, Manly was the only person accompanying Davis and Vice President Alexander H. Stephens in an open coach at the head of a long procession to the Alabama Statehouse. Standing on the platform next to the new president of the Confederacy, Manly implored God to “let thy special blessing rest on the engagements and issues of this day.” He asked for special blessings on the Congress of the Confederate States and especially on Davis as a divine servant whose acts might be “done in thy fear, under thy guidance, with a single eye to thy glory; and crown them all with thy approbation and blessing.”31 In his diary, he concluded the entry for that day by saying, “May the blessing of God rest on this government of the Confederate States!”32

Within a span of nine months, then, from May 1860 to February 1861, Manly saw his strenuous efforts pay rich dividends: he delivered the first commencement address for the Southern Baptist Seminary’s inaugural class as the board president; he performed his duties as the pastor of the symbolically important First Baptist Church in Montgomery; and he became the official chaplain to the Confederacy. Historian James Fuller, author of a biography of Manly, emphasized the way in which each of these efforts was working toward one end: “In Manly’s eyes, the Confederacy was the culmination of God’s plan for the world.”33

Throughout the war, Manly continued these tripart duties. In service to the Confederacy, Manly was a steadfast and sought-after religious voice justifying slavery and white supremacy. As the Civil War ground on, he wrote defenses of the rebellion, offered prayers at public events, officiated at hundreds of funerals, and preached on fast days appointed by President Davis. Fuller summarized his ubiquitous presence this way: “Manly seemed always at hand to invoke the blessing of God upon the Confederacy.”34

White Worship and Civil Rights in the South

While Manly’s success and influence were perhaps unmatched during his lifetime, the broad influence he held as a religious leader was not unique. This intimate dance between white churches, culture, and politics—and perhaps more important, the personal connections among white pastors, civic leaders, and elected officials—was a familiar pattern across the South. An example from my hometown of Jackson, Mississippi, illustrates just how intact this web of power, dedicated to preserving white supremacy and resisting calls for black equality, remained more than a century later.

Jackson’s influential First Baptist Church was undoubtedly the most powerful religious institution in the state during the civil rights years.35 Sometimes referred to by locals in the know as Jackson’s “Tammany Hall”—a reference to the political machine that infamously controlled New York politics in the late nineteenth century—FBC was a place where political influence and religious piety, social engineering and discipleship, white supremacy and Sunday school mixed easily. Situated across the street from the state capitol building, FBC was the single largest church of any denomination in Mississippi, boasting an 1,800-person sanctuary filled to capacity on Sunday mornings, seven assembly halls that housed a variety of programs and meetings, and a Sunday school program that enrolled 2,200 children and adults.36

FBC’s impressive facilities were a fitting symbol of its powerful membership. It was the church home of the powerful Hederman family, who controlled Jackson’s Clarion-Ledger and the Jackson Daily News, the largest newspapers in the state, along with the south Mississippi Hattiesburg American and, later, the Jackson television station WJTV. Multiple generations of Hedermans served as deacons at the church, wielded influence as its most generous patrons, and strongly shaped First Baptist’s stance on race issues.37
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