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To my daughter, Makayla,

who taught her father how to Dance in the Dark






Foreword Black Coffee Spirituality BY MICHAEL ERIC DYSON


I have been a Black Baptist preacher for forty-three years now. As part of our tradition, an old saw governs our oral practice. The first time we repeat something great we have heard, we give full attribution, saying, for example, “As Pastor Otis Moss III says.” The second time we repeat it, the authorship becomes a bit foggy and obscure, and thus we say, “As someone says.” By the third go-round, the fog has lifted, and authorship has shifted as we claim full ownership and gleefully declare, “As I always say.”

I want to tell a story that I am sure you have heard because it has circulated widely, so I will spare you the pretense of having authored it myself. Since I cannot determine who first told this tale, I can genuinely begin my recounting with, “As someone says.” One version of the story goes that a young lady was complaining to her mother about her troubles and wondering aloud how she would make it through a spell of misfortune.

Her mother led the young lady to the kitchen and filled three pots with water, placing carrots in the first, eggs in the second, and coffee beans in the third. After bringing each pot to a boil, she removed the contents and placed them in a bowl, explaining to her daughter that while they had been subject to the same adverse condition, each element reacted differently.

The carrots had been strong, hard, and unbending, yet emerged soft and weak. The eggs had been fragile, their liquid interior protected by a thin shell, and yet their insides were hardened by the heat. The consistency of the coffee beans remained the same, but instead of being altered by their surroundings, they changed the water in which they were boiled to produce coffee with a rich aroma.

“Which are you?” The mother asked her daughter to gauge how she would respond in the face of difficulty. It is a question we all must answer.

The answer Otis Moss III gives in the splendid book you hold in your hands is that Black folks have been a coffee bean people who practice a black coffee spirituality. We have throughout our history been thrust into various bodies of hostile water—into the Atlantic during the slave trade, and, in the case of the young martyr Emmett Till, into Mississippi’s Tallahatchie River. And, each time, we have transformed waters of hatred and brutality into healing streams of moral and social redemption.

We have insisted that God has been troubling the waters—stirring them up, setting up the conditions of healing—into which Black folks have been unjustly tossed. Black folks have consistently proved to be a coffee bean people who change the character of the cultures we inhabit, transforming a nation built on violence and bigotry into a land flowing with the wild aspiration to make the dream of justice a sturdy truth.

Like the coffee bean, Black folks have added flavor and fragrance to a society often bitterly opposed to Black intelligence and humanity. Black spiritual striving has pushed America closer to becoming a nation inspired to close the gap between its noble ideals and its too often sorry practices. Black people have spilled blood in the soil of American society, and from that soil has sprung a more vigorous imagination about the possibilities of democracy. In this book, Moss beautifully shares the contents of a robust and reflective black coffee spirituality that can once again save the soul of America with prophetic grief, sober redemption, catalytic forgiveness, baptized rage, edifying emancipation, sublime justice, and majestic hope.

Otis Moss III hails from black coffee spiritual royalty. His father, Otis Moss Jr., developed his oratorical skills by speaking out against injustice alongside Martin Luther King Jr. and became one of the greatest preachers in the history of American Christianity. Otis Moss III is a light coffee–colored splash of Black masculinity—a Hollywood-handsome wordsmith whose sacred rhetoric drips with the imperatives of Black prophetic urgency. His parish is a classic black coffee congregation shaped by the provocative oratory of its previous shepherd, the Rev. Jeremiah Wright.

Moss is a magnificent fusion of radical Black theology and uplifting American moral philosophy. No matter how dark the night becomes, no matter how traumatic the times turn, Moss and the people who have loved and shaped him believe that we must never yield to cynicism or hopelessness. Moss is convinced that we must not be carrots that start tough but end soft, nor eggs that get hardened by terrifying experiences, but rather coffee beans that change the cultures and peoples we encounter.

Dancing in the Darkness is a brilliant and poetic meditation on how Black moral genius can transform America. It is a stirring plea for the nation to become a better version of its democratic self by embracing the principles and practices of black coffee spirituality. Black coffee boosts energy and is rich in antioxidants that combat cell damage and reduce the risk of many ailments. Black coffee is made from roasted coffee beans that are soaked in water that releases their flavor, color, caffeine, and nutrients. Black coffee is the mixture of water and coffee beans without the addition of any cream. And yet, when black coffee spirituality is served to white America, there is in the mixture a deeply flavorful possibility of national transformation that can stir visions, energize belief, revive hope, heal maladies, and change lives. The nation is fortunate to have this opportunity to drink Moss’s delicious and invigorating brew.






Introduction


The first duty of society is justice.

ALEXANDER HAMILTON

See how elastic our stiff prejudices become when love comes to bend them.

HERMAN MELVILLE, Moby-Dick

Confront the dark parts of yourself, and work to banish them with illumination and forgiveness. Your willingness to wrestle with your demons will cause your angels to sing.

AUGUST WILSON

You have begun reading this book, but I do not know who you are. I do not know your family background, whether or not you pray, your gender, or how you vote. Is there anything we could agree on, any larger project that we share?

I believe, at least, that we share a feeling, a deep unease about this nation. If AmericaI were music, its chords would be clashing, its rhythm off. If it were a time, it would be midnight, a political midnight in which, more than any time since the Civil War, we are divided: community against community, neighbor against neighbor, citizen against citizen. Elections come and go, but still we struggle to speak across the divides. Has it ever been harder to get through Thanksgiving dinner without an argument?

In 2016, as that unease grew within me, I published an open letter in Sojourners magazine to my son, my brown-skinned teenage son, Elijah. Many readers found my letter controversial. It began:


Dear Elijah,

What shall I tell you?

Shall I tell you that your rights are protected, and racism is a scourge now banished from society?

Shall I tell you that in this country, you are entitled to act and live as any other teenage boy, to dance playfully with minor mischief, and to speak with a quick, immature tongue?

Shall I tell you that your body is safe, your mind valued, your future free?

If I tell you these things, my words will be perjury before God and an assault upon the memory of our ancestors. So today I must share a hard truth with you. The truth, my son, is that you are not safe. You are not valued by certain others because of their persistent melanin phobia. There is nothing wrong with you, but there is something wrong with adults who cling to myths created to maintain power and control. You do not yet have the right to be a frolicking teenager like other children in our community, for your boisterous actions might be misconstrued as a fearful threat by people who refuse to remove the racialized lens from their eyes.



My public letter provoked strong reactions. Among my readers who were not people of color, there seemed to be a feeling that I was, perhaps, a little bit stuck in the past. Were we not beyond this racism stuff now? Had we not seen a Black president in the White House?

Among my evangelical readers, there was a different confusion. Why focus on race when we are all one in Christ? Was love not the essential spiritual truth?

Several people of varied backgrounds urged me: Can’t you offer any more hope?

Many seemed to feel I was withdrawing from them, focusing narrowly on painful, racially motivated events, and turning away from the larger project they had thought we shared. I was asked and asked again: Why is such a letter necessary?

The need for my letter—and its connection to hope—was both simple and complex. Yes, I was writing about my concerns as the Black parent of Black children. With the very same words, however, I was fighting for the soul of a nation struggling to be born. To save either, we must save both. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. articulated this ideal. He called the movement that he led not a movement to advance Black people but a struggle for the soul of our country. I will do my best to explain.

I say we share unease about America in this political midnight, but as much as we fight over politics, our trouble is not, at its root, political. Sure, some policies rightly ignite our passion. Some leaders serve with integrity for the public good, while others use the political podium for their personal benefit. Yet something even more important is at stake, something we feel but rarely articulate. What we yearn for will never be found by rearranging politicians and policies. That, I believe, is why our feeling of unease cuts deep.

Though we may lack the exact words for it, we hope for more than political victory. I believe we hunger for the bread of love wrapped in the actions of a just society. We yearn to embody the promise of our American experiment in pluralism and democracy. If that is true, we can never be fully satisfied by what we find through political systems or social media networks. What we lack never goes on sale during Black Friday or Cyber Monday. We are searching for no less than a new spiritual foundation on which to transform these yet-to-be-united states.

And it’s not as if life was so easy before. No life is easy. Troubles pile up so high that sometimes you cannot see past them. Fear, grief, anger, chaos—these are never complete strangers. Challenges come upon us unexpectedly and unwanted, and we must respond, well or badly. As a pastor, I am blessed to enter the lives of the people in my community. I am given the privilege to see them at their best and sometimes to see them spiral into their worst. There are days when we manage to find the light within despite great challenges. We respond from our best selves, drawing strength from our secret inner altar. We gladly offer a brick upon the foundation of a world we yearn to see built. But too often, instead, we let the darkness in. Our impulsive acts add harm to harm. If we own a moral compass, we must have lost it somewhere.

In these troubled times, then, we face a double challenge. We must meet the demands of our personal lives and yet also respond to this nation’s profound political and—let me say it—spiritual crisis. If we’re going to redeem this country, we must keep fighting for it. Maybe you do not expect to hear this from a pastor, but I will say it anyway: We must fight like hell.

Will we find the spiritual resilience and the spiritual resistance for that fight? Can we keep our eyes on the goals that serve our highest values and find the courage and self-control to achieve them? Honestly, it can feel overwhelming. But there is a shared American tradition for us to draw on, guidance from our elders to shine a light. A tradition that speaks to what many on both sides of this divided nation yearn for deeply, something more than the political class, left or right, has the will or the ability to provide.

This shared tradition has a long and varied lineage, far more diverse than many people know. It goes back to the authors of our Constitution, the “founding fathers” who were inspired by the Iroquois nations’ approach to group decision-making. It is a lineage that includes Akhenaten, Arete of Cyrene, Aristotle, Lao Tzu, Saint Augustine, Al-Farabi, Maimonides, Zera Yacob, Anton Wilhelm Amo, Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, Antonio Gramsci, John Dewey, Simone Weil, Ida B. Wells, Albert Camus, Reinhold Niebuhr, Thomas Merton, Fannie Lou Hamer, Malcom X, the Sermon on the Mount, the Hebrew Prophets, and the spiritual wisdom of all the great faith traditions of the world. However, it is revealed especially within the Black Spiritual Tradition. The African American experience is perhaps a hundred years ahead of the rest of this country when it comes to living with and making the most of the blessings of diversity.

I talk the way I talk and preach the way I preach out of that tradition, that shared experience. A true child of the civil rights movement, I was born of parents who met while working with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and were blessed to have him officiate at their wedding. I was raised with many of the great preachers and political leaders of our time as guests at our family dinner table.

Today, I am a Black, male, midwestern pastor with southern sensibilities, head of an African American congregation. We proudly proclaim that we are unashamedly Black and unapologetically Christian. We are also proudly ecumenical, embracing many traditions and many peoples. This approach is part of my identity and tradition. I do not talk this way despite where I come from, but because of it. I even checked my DNA: Mine is from Cameroon, in central Africa. Oh, and also from Spain and Portugal.

You can say I serve a Black congregation, and that is true, but authentic Blackness demands you become a citizen of the world, mother of many nations. Through harsh history and creative creolization, our community has become a gumbo of influences. We are African and European, African and Asian, or African and South American. We speak English, Spanish, Arabic, Portuguese, French, Patois, Gullah, Yoruba, Xhosa, and on down the list. We are not Black by the social construction of race but by the beautiful, boundless power of a culture where old languages and ancient traditions find a home in contemporary bodies. We are a Black church, descendants of a people who were stolen, trafficked, and enslaved—and within us is the blood of the enslaver, ancient traders, maritime explorers, monarchs, and warriors. It contains the DNA of later immigrants who came here freely, dreaming of a life without the glass ceilings imposed by feudal lords. We have the whole world in our hands and entire nations and ancient empires running through our veins.

I speak the way I speak because the Black Spiritual Tradition is at the heart of this American democracy, with something to teach the world about living justly in pluralism and sustaining community in the harshest of conditions; about the beauty found in ashes and the transformative power of democratic ideals. And although this tradition draws from many sources and owes a debt to a grand pantheon of leaders and visionaries, it is associated above all with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

Dr. King is remembered best in this country, of course, for his civil rights battles, nonviolent protests, and speeches. However, while the civil rights movement provided some of the most urgent and demanding tests of his spiritual vision, that vision was broader even than civil rights. Dr. King offered a unified approach to all of life’s tests, political and personal, something we can all carry with us as we walk our paths.

Dr. King saw that we are capable of extraordinary feats, yet we often fall short. What would help any of us to live better? “Life as it should be and life at its best,” he taught, “is the life that is complete on all sides.” He described three sides. The first is personal: authentic fulfillment of the self. The second side is communal: social engagement and responsibility. And the third side is spiritual: our sacred kinship and connection with all creation. That connection is grounded in the understanding that all of humanity has the imprint of the Divine upon its soul. Dr. King liked to talk about the three sides of a complete life as being like the dimensions of a house: its height, width, and depth. If the architect draws the measurements wrong or the carpenters cut one beam too long and another too short, the entire house becomes unstable. In harsh conditions, it could collapse. But if the sides are in harmony, a well-measured, well-built home can endure storms of all kinds, lasting a lifetime and beyond.

In this book, I address the challenges of these dark times to help us restore to our house a spiritual foundation of courage, strength, self-reflection, creativity, compassion, and faith. These are not conservative values or progressive ones, not Democratic or Republican. They are deeply spiritual values that should unnerve both “sides.” The binary, two-party frame of our political system is too small to contain the vast, wondrous nature of these ideals. Through these values, we can learn to face and make spiritual use of our fear, anger, confusion, chaos, and all of the other challenges of our political and spiritual midnight. We can rediscover the superheroes hidden within each of us and work to build the nation for which we yearn. We can find the spiritual resistance and the spiritual resilience that it will take.

Let me be clear: I have written this book to bring news that will afflict all who are comfortable. The bad news: It is midnight. But I have also written this book to bring news that will comfort the afflicted. The good news: It is midnight! You need to understand that when that clock moves from 11:59 P.M. to 12:00 A.M., the new day has come. A new morning is beginning. And in that new morning, we shall rise anew.

Rev. Samuel “Billy” Kyles, one of the great civil rights leaders, used to preach for us sometimes at Trinity United Church of Christ before he made his transition to eternity. He told a story from the time when gas powered the streetlights. A little boy who was supposed to be in bed watched out the window as a city employee lit the lamps. He ran to his mother and father and said, “Come here, quick!”

“Why are you up?” they asked.

“You have to see this! There’s a man outside. He’s punching holes in the darkness!”

Reverend Kyles explained, “That’s your role: To punch holes in the darkness.”

I know that we can punch holes in the darkness, for I know that dawn is coming.

If I may offer an MLK remix: Dawn is coming because Thomas Carlyle is right:

No lie will live forever.

Dawn is coming because William Cullen Bryant is right:

Truth, crushed to earth, shall rise again.

Dawn is coming because the Bible is right:

What you reap is what you sow.

And we shall sing the song of that great bard from California, Kendrick Lamar:

We gon’ be alright.


	
I I would like you to imagine, every time you see the word “America” in this book, that the word is in italics, as it is here, to suggest the multiple and intersecting ideas it contains. America is myth and hope, tragedy and invention, and yet fulfillment of the ideal still rests in the possible if we are courageous enough to confront all aspects of its history and face the fullness of our humanity.








1 Link Love and Justice Learn to Slay Your Spiritual Dragons



The revolutionary sees his task as liberation not only of the oppressed but also of the oppressor.

STEVE BIKO



Whenever Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. traveled, legend has it, he carried three books with him: the Bible; the Constitution of the United States; and Jesus and the Disinherited, by Howard Thurman. Perhaps that third book is not as familiar to you as the first two. Howard Thurman was a Black American who grew up in Florida during segregation. He became a minister, philosopher, and a mentor to civil rights leaders, one of the great authorities on the teachings of Jesus and on nonviolent resistance to oppression, but all of that nearly did not happen. He almost gave up on his education when he was still a teenager.

Thurman recalls in his memoir that in segregated Florida there were separate schools for Black children and Caucasian children.


Public education for Black children in Daytona ended with the seventh grade. Without an eighth grade, there could be no demand for a Black high school; and if by chance a demand were made, it could be denied on the ground that no Black children could qualify.

After I completed the seventh grade, our principal, Professor Howard, volunteered to teach me the eighth grade on his own time. At the end of the winter, he informed the public-school superintendent that he had a boy who was ready to take the eighth-grade examination and asked permission to give the test. The superintendent agreed to let me take the test, but only on the condition that he examine me himself. I passed, and a short time later the eighth-grade level was added to the Negro public school.

There were only three public high schools for Black children in the entire state of Florida, but there were several private church-supported schools, the nearest to Daytona Beach being Florida Baptist Academy of Jacksonville. A cousin who lived in Jacksonville told my mother that if I enrolled in the academy, I could live with him and his wife, doing chores around the house in exchange for a room and one meal a day.

When the time came to leave for Jacksonville, I packed a borrowed old trunk with no lock and no handles, roped it securely, said my good-byes, and left for the railway station. When I bought my ticket, the agent refused to check my trunk on my ticket because the regulations stipulated that the check must be attached to the trunk handle, not to a rope. The trunk would have to be sent express, but I had no money except for a dollar and a few cents left after I bought my ticket. I sat down on the steps of the railway station and cried my heart out.

Presently I opened my eyes and saw before me a large pair of work shoes. My eyes crawled upward until I saw the man’s face. He was a Black man, dressed in overalls and a denim cap. As he looked down at me, he rolled a cigarette and lit it. Then he said, “Boy, what in hell are you crying about?” And I told him.

“If you’re trying to get out of this damn town to get an education, the least I can do is to help you. Come with me,” he said. He took me around to the agent and asked, “How much does it take to send this boy’s trunk to Jacksonville?” Then he took out his rawhide money bag and counted the money out. When the agent handed him the receipt, he handed it to me. Then, without a word, he turned and disappeared down the railroad track. I never saw him again.
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