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Holy Conversations about Race: 
A Curriculum for Predominantly White Congregations 

The Dialogue Institute engages religious, civic, and academic leaders in practicing 
the skills of respectful dialogue and critical thinking, building and sustaining transformative 
relationships across lines of religion and culture.  It provides resources and creates networks for 
intra- and interreligious scholarship and action that value difference and foster human dignity. 

What we are calling from a Judeo-Christian context “Holy Conversations,” the Dialogue Institute 
calls from an interfaith perspective, “Deep Dialogue.”  Some of their insights may be helpful in 
your practice of Holy Conversations.  The following is adapted from the Dialogue Institute: 

Dialogue comes from the Greek dia, “together,” and logos, “thinking,” as in “logic.” Hence, 
“dialogue” means “thinking together.” What this means for us is, “I want to talk with you who 
think differently from me so I can learn”—this is a 180-degree revolution from how we typically 
engage others in important conversations. As dialogue in this sense is used more penetratingly, it 
becomes transformative of both the individual and the community.  That’s why we call this "Deep 
Dialogue." Our watch cry is:  “Nobody knows everything about anything—therefore dialogue!” 
Deep Dialogue puts us in touch with our own deeper self and with all around us. 

If persons who hold significantly differing views on the religious, social and political domains 
want to effectively engage, they must develop the skills of “critical thinking” and "creative 
compassion" in order to create new understanding of oneself and of others.  This is when we 
discover “Deep Dialogue.” 

Deep Dialogue is therefore grounded in the commitment to practicing virtuous conversations, 
which are the result of clear, reflective, critical thought and relational, creative compassion.   

What does this mean? 

 Critical thinking requires an honest look at our own thoughts and lives, and an openness
to the thoughts of others.  This involves learning the logic of our own opinions, learning
the ability to synthesize new ideas into new conclusions, understanding the importance and
impact of the words and phrases we use, and being aware that most things are understood
in a context or particular worldview.

 Creative compassion requires an honest awareness of our own feelings and the feelings
of others.  It requires becoming aware of all of our values (deeply held conscious or
unconscious assumptions of life), learning about the values of others, being aware that our

Reading #1 in preparation for Session Three 
“Deep Dialogue” 
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relationships are largely interaction or clash of values, and, developing the ability to 
imagine ourselves learning and appropriating the values of the other person. 

• With practice, both "critical thinking" and "creative compassion" become habits of mind
and action.  These result in virtues, that is, personal, religious and social transformative
values that are practiced consistently in daily life.

Deep Dialogues, then, result in: 

 Reaching out to others in the search for goodness and truth;
 Learning that there are ways of understanding and embracing the world other than our own;
 Learning to recognize and value both our commonalities and our differences; and,
 Learning to move between different worlds and integrate them in caring, loving actions.

EXERCISES TO HELP PREPARE YOU FOR DEEP DIALOGUE: 

1. Choose a friend or mentor and interview that person to ask how she or he understands
“truth and goodness.” With the same person, choose a situation in your society where you
both agree that strong disagreements exist. Can you two name something you might learn
from each side of the argument?

2. With your friend or mentor, continue to consider that person or a group that for you is
very different from you. What would you be curious to learn? What fears do you have of
taking the risk to learn?  Think of ways that you could find common ground in the face of
differences that could divide.  Think of ways that you could learn to value the differences
between you.

3. After you have completed 1. and 2., and with your friend or mentor, try to imagine a
practical project that you could complete together with someone or a group very different
from you that would serve the wider world of both your communities.

Of course, much hard work is required to actually do this together with someone who is 
very different from you.  But first practicing this process in a safe space can help you 
bring more critical thinking and creative compassion into your real-life dialogues. 

Adapted from materials access at http://dialogueinstitute.org/online-course 

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER: 

1. Deep Dialogue was in particular developed to aid interfaith and ecumenical dialogue. How 
well do you think Deep Dialogue can guide our public discourse about race and race relations?

2. What new ideas emerged for you as you considered Deep Dialogue?  Which of these might 
help you in your own practice of Holy Conversations?  In particular, what is your opinion of 
"critical thinking" and "creative compassion?"  

3. What virtues could you personally cultivate that would deepen your Holy Conversations 
with others?
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What were the causes of the Tulsa Race Riot/Massacre?  There are several answers to this question, but 
not all agree with each other.  This is one of the reasons why this event is being used as the backdrop of 
this curriculum on holy Conversations:  there is much to discuss about the events in Greenwood. 

One of the earliest suggestions for a cause of the Riot/Massacre is the economic disparity that 
developed between many successful Blacks living in Greenwood and poorer White Tulsans to the south.   

“Oil gave rise to opportunities and economic freedoms for Black people despite Oklahoma’s 
status as a segregated state. As you can imagine, envy and jealousy thrived. The thought of 
second-class citizens receiving better economic opportunities than their white neighbors 
infuriated white Oklahoma residents. They retaliated against the Black community, spreading 
hatred and accusing them of crimes. Many white people were full of loathing and wanted to 
bring Black communities down.”        

         (https://www.oneunited.com/the-history-of-black-wall-street/) 

From a Christian understanding, this reveals the evil of “covetousness,” “envy” and “jealousy” 
in the human heart.  When these also include prejudice and power, deadly combinations result.  Because 
of this, James, in his very practical biblical letter for Christian living (3:13-4:3, 7-8a), goes so far as 
calling envy and jealousy “demonic.” 

“Envy is the consuming desire to have everybody else be as unsuccessful as you are.   
Frederick Buechner 

“Evil is the shadow of angel. Just as there are angels of light, support, guidance, 
healing and defense, so we have experiences of shadow angels. And we have names 
for them: racism, sexism, homophobia are all demons….” 

Matthew Fox 

Do any of you have wisdom and insight? Show this by living the right way with the humility 
that comes from wisdom.  But if you are bitterly jealous and filled with self-centered ambition, don’t 
brag. Don’t say that you are wise when it isn’t true.  That kind of wisdom doesn’t come from above. It 
belongs to this world. It is self-centered and demonic. Wherever there is jealousy and rivalry, there is 
disorder and every kind of evil. 

However, the wisdom that comes from above is first of all pure. Then it is peaceful, gentle, 
obedient, filled with mercy and good deeds, impartial, and sincere.  A harvest that has God’s approval 
comes from the peace planted by peacemakers. 

What causes fights and quarrels among you? Aren’t they caused by the selfish desires that 
fight to control you?  You want what you don’t have, so you commit murder. You’re determined to 
have things, but you can’t get what you want. You quarrel and fight. You don’t have the things you 
want, because you don’t pray for them.  When you pray for things, you don’t get them because you 
want them for the wrong reason—for your own pleasure. . . . 

So place yourselves under God’s authority. Resist the devil, and he will run away from you.   
Come close to God, and he will come close to you. Clean up your lives, you sinners, and clear your 
minds, you doubters.                                                                                                James 3:13-4:3, 7-8a  GWT

Reading #2 in preparation for Session Three of “Holy Conversations” 
The Demon of Envy:  Reflections on James 3:13-4:3, 7-8a 
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The following biblical commentators, pastors and theologians give us much to think and pray 
about James 3:13-4:8, provide us with insights into more holy conversations, and warn us of the 
dangers of allowing envy a place in our lives. 

From Sandra Hack Polaski: 

Those who imagine that they are above others are, according to James, 
actually below them, in that the "wisdom" they practice "does not come down from 
above, but is [in a downward crescendo!] earthly, unspiritual, devilish" (verse 15). 
Inappropriate actions cannot help but follow. True wisdom, by contrast, is open to 
others. It is "pure, ... peaceable, gentle, willing to yield" (verse 16). Themes from 
earlier in the book underlie these lines of thinking: false wisdom talks incessantly, 
but true wisdom listens. False wisdom blathers on about faith, but true wisdom goes 
quietly about faithful acts. . . . 

James makes use of an economic illustration. Scarcity of desired goods leads to 
an increase in demand, and increased demand leads to disregard of other persons, even 
to the extent of war. As any economist knows, one way to solve the problem is by 
increasing supply; but to seek to increase supply by asking God for what we need is 
futile until we remove ourselves from the economic way of thinking altogether. We 
receive what we need by no longer seeking it for our own benefit. We only gain when we 
give away. 

(https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=1428)

From Margaret Aymer: 

In contrast to this leadership informed by holy wisdom, James describes a community 
that practices jealousy and resentment (3:14). These attributes lead to rebellion and ungodly 
actions (3:16). What’s more, they lead to conflicts among the community, conflicts that grow 
out of these internal and communal desires (4:1-2). A perceived lack underlies these emotions. 

Although James does not specify, the community desires something it does not have, 
and this leads to conflict. James then begins to diagnose the problem. First, he says, you don’t 
have because you don’t ask. And then, as if to respond to rebuttal, he explains, “you ask but 
you do not receive becasue you ask for things wickedly" (4:2-3) . . . .

“Therefore, be subject to God; but resist the devil and he will flee from you. Draw near 
to God and God will draw near to you” (4:7-8a). Taken with 4:8b-13, these verses issue a 
call to repentance, to turning away from the jealousies and resentments of the world at large, 
toward the peaceful leadership of those full of godly wisdom. From what worldly so-called 
wisdom might James be calling the church to repent? What might it mean for the church, once 
more, to draw near to God? 

(https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=3784)

From Jeanyne Slettom: 

If there were ever a time for these verses to sink into us, it would be now, when as 
a nation we are so divided. . . . 

The difficulty, of course, is the impulse to assign blame. Which side 
demonstrates a “gentleness born of wisdom” (James 3:13), and which side is the one 
rife with “envy and selfish ambition” (3:16)? Perhaps one side wants genuine 
dialogue, but the other does not. Dialogue requires a willingness to limit one’s own 
speech, and to listen. Too often, both sides devolve into rhetorical rants. . . . 
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Every moment of our lives we are confronted with our own past, our historical 
era, and a novel suggestion from God. All of these offer us a possible way forward. We 
can repeat the past, succumb to our era’s dominant ethos, or act on a creative 
suggestion from God. To trust that God is always present is to open ourselves to that 
presence and to invite God’s wisdom. Or as James puts it in 4:7: “Draw near to God, and 
God will draw hear to you.” 

(https://processandfaith.org/lectionary-commentary/the-eighteenth-sunday-after-pentecost-proper-20-23-september-20)

http:/( /wwwstaff.murdoch.edu.au/~loader/BEpPentecost17.html) 

O Lord, May All We Say and Do 
By Carolyn Winfrey Gillette, based on the Letter of James 

[TALLIS' CANON 8.8.8.8 ("All Praise to Thee, My God, This Night")] 

O Lord, may all we say and do / Reflect the faith we have in you; 
For faith is meant to change the way / We live our lives from day to day. 

God, may we open wide the door / And welcome people who are poor; 
And may we share with them our bread, / For faith without good works is dead. 

Just as a spark can start a fire, / Our words can damage or inspire; 
We pray for wisdom from above / To speak and act in gentle love. 

May we not covet earthly things / Or seek the riches this world brings; 
May we not boast of all our plans, / For, Lord, our lives are in your hands. 

O Lord, possessions rust away, / But your love fills us every day; 
Through prayer and service in your name, / May we live out the faith we claim. 

http://www.carolynshymns.com/o_lord_may_all_we_say_and_do.html 

From William Loader: 

What drives people to be divisive and to write others off? What drives the need to put 
other people down, whether in physical acts of violence or through the kind of abuse we observe 
when people attack each other in all kinds of subtle ways, with and without words? . . . . Where 
does this come from, that some people can sustain their identity only by destroying or 
diminishing the identity and worth of others? . . . .

James puts it down to human cravings which are unfulfilled (4:1-3). One might expand it 
by saying that such people have embraced goals or desires which they believe will bring them 
satisfaction, but their goals are incompatible with good news for others and even for themselves.
People have a notion of what brings pleasure, what will make them happy and anyone who stands 
in the way of that becomes an enemy. . . . .

Humility in 4:7. is about being genuine and not finding you have the need to establish 
your sense of worth by making others smaller than yourself. For that is pride. It leads to conflict 
with others, to division, fractiousness, war -- at all levels. When we can stop doing that and start 
believing that our worth does not depend on building up our merits in competition with others, 
but in being genuinely ourselves, then we will be free to relate openly and generously towards 
others.



[The 1921 Tulsa Race Riot/Massacre was preceded by growing national racial tension and 
violence.  Today, most White Americans are unaware of the events and dynamics that 
impacted many parts of the United States especially from 1917-1921.] 

The Red Summer refers to the summer and fall of 1919, in which race riots exploded in a 
number of cities in both the North and South. The three most violent episodes occurred in Chicago, 
Washington, D.C., and Elaine, Arkansas. On the afternoon of July 27, 1919, a stone-throwing 
melee between blacks and whites began after a black youth mistakenly swam into territory claimed 
by whites off the 29th Street beach in Chicago. Amidst the mayhem, Eugene Williams, a black 

youth, drowned. When a white police officer refused to arrest the 
white men involved in the death, and instead arrested a black man, 
racial tensions escalated. Fighting broke out between gangs and 
mobs of both races. Violence escalated with each incident, and for 
13 days Chicago was in a state of turmoil. By the time the riot 
ended, 23 blacks and 15 whites were dead, 537 injured, and 1,000 
black families were left homeless. The Chicago riot was part of a 
national racial frenzy of clashes, massacres, and lynchings 

throughout the North and the South. All of the incidents were initiated by whites. In Washington, 
D.C., from July 19 to 23, four whites and two blacks were killed; whites were astonished that
blacks dared to fight back. The NEW YORK TIMES lamented the new black militancy: "There
had been no trouble with the Negro before the war when most admitted the superiority of the white
race." A "Southern black woman," as she identified herself, wrote a letter to THE CRISIS, praising
blacks for fighting back. "The Washington riot gave me a thrill that comes once in a life time ... at
last our men had stood up like men. ... I stood up alone in my room ... and exclaimed aloud, 'Oh I
thank God, thank God.' The pent up horror, grief and humiliation of a life time -- half a century --
was being stripped from me."

From October 1-3, a race war exploded in Phillips County, Arkansas. On the night of 
September 30, a small group of black men and women were gathering in a rural church to organize 
a sharecroppers' and tenant farmers' union -- the Progressive Farmers and Household Union of 
America. When two white law-enforcement officers arrived at the church, one later claiming they 
were looking for a bootlegger, shots were exchanged. One white officer was killed and the other 
wounded. As word of the shootings spread throughout the county, the local sheriff sent out a call 
for men "to hunt Mr. Nigger in his lair." The call went out to Mississippi to come to the aid of 
white men in Phillips County. Hundreds of armed men jumped into trains, trucks, and cars and, 
crossing into Arkansas, fired out of windows at every black they saw. Some said that if it was 
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Reading #3 in preparation for Session Three of “Holy Conversations” 
“Red Summer (1919)”

(Adapted from Rochard Womser’s article as part of the PBS educational series, “The Rise and Fall of Jim 
Crow,” https://www.thirteen.org/wnet/jimcrow/stories_events_red.html) 
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black and moving, it was target practice. Frank Moore, one of the farmers at the church, saw the 
massacre as it unfolded: "The whites sent word that they was comin [sic] down here and kill every 
nigger they found. There were 300 or 400 more white men with guns, shooting and killing women 
and children." Soldiers from the United States Army eventually restored order, although some 
claimed the military participated in the killings. By the time the shooting ended, 25 blacks and five 
whites were listed as officially dead. Many blacks believed that perhaps as many as 200 were 
killed, their bodies dumped in the Mississippi River or left to rot in the canebrake. The white 
establishment charged that blacks had formed a secret conspiracy to rise up and overthrow the 
white planters, take their land and rape their women. No evidence was ever produced to 
substantiate the charge. 

The events of Red Summer inspired Harlem Renaissance poet Claude McKay to compose the 
following: 

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER: 

1. Before this particular Reading, how aware were you of these kinds of events taking place
throughout the US, especially in the years 1917-1921?  What do you remember from high school
or college American history courses about what was taught about 20th-century race relations ?

2. Think of the historical or patriotic songs and poems that you learned as a child or often sang
on national holidays, such as Thanksgiving or Independence Day.  What historical ideas are they
rehearsing for you?  What ideas or perspectives might they be missing?

3. What is your experience as you read McKay's poem?  Would anything have been different
for you if you had read it before knowing its historical context?

“If We Must Die” 

If we must die, let it not be like hogs 
Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot, 
While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs, 
Making their mock at our accursèd lot. 
If we must die, O let us nobly die, 
So that our precious blood may not be shed 
In vain; then even the monsters we defy 
Shall be constrained to honor us though dead! 
O kinsmen! we must meet the common foe! 
Though far outnumbered let us show us brave, 
And for their thousand blows deal one death-blow! 
What though before us lies the open grave? 
Like men we’ll face the murderous, cowardly pack, 
Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back! 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44694/if-we-must-die



This lengthy overview is broken into two Readings and is longer than most others in this 
curriculum.  However, it is critical to have a deep knowledge of this event, not only as a 
backdrop to our study on race relations but especially because the Tulsa Race Riot/Massacre is 
still a largely forgotten part of our American history.  And, as George Santayana has famously 
said, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” 

This summary is used by permission of the Greenwood Cultural Center, which continues 
to serve as a primary voice for the Tulsa Race Riot/Massacre, the history of Black Wall Street, 
and the preservation of the Greenwood District of Tulsa.  

For a brief overview of the 1921 Tulsa Race Riot/Massacre, please view of review 
"Session Two Additional Video" found online at 

https://www.holyconversations.church/session-two

INTRODUCTION 

The Tulsa race riot was a large-scale, racially motivated pogrom on May 31 and June 1, 
1921, in which a group of whites attacked the black community of Tulsa, Oklahoma. The 
Greenwood District, the wealthiest black community in the United States, was burned to the 
ground. Over the course of 16 hours, more than 800 people were admitted to local white 
hospitals with injuries, the two black hospitals were burned down, and police arrested and 
detained more than 6,000 black Greenwood residents at three local facilities. An estimated 
10,000 blacks were left homeless, and 35 city blocks composed of 1,256 residences were 
destroyed by fire, resulting in over $26 million in damages. The official count of the dead by the 
Oklahoma Bureau of Vital Statistics was 36, but other estimates of black fatalities vary from 55 
to about 300. 

The events of the massacre were long omitted from local and state histories: The Tulsa 
race riot of 1921 was rarely mentioned in history books, classrooms or even in private. Blacks 
and whites alike grew into middle age unaware of what had taken place.  With the number of 
survivors declining, in 1996, the state legislature commissioned a report to establish the 
historical record of the events, and acknowledge the victims and damages to the black 
community. Released in 2001, the report included the commission's recommendations for some 
compensatory actions, most of which were not implemented by the state and city governments. 
The state passed legislation to establish some scholarships for descendants of survivors, 
economic development of Greenwood, and a memorial park to the victims in Tulsa. The latter 
was dedicated in 2010. 
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Reading #4 in preparation for Session Three of “Holy Conversations” 

An Overview of the Tulsa Race Riot/Massacre 
Part One 

(From the “Tulsa Race Riot” history page at the Greenwood Cultural Center web site) 



BACKGROUND 

Post-World War I northeastern Oklahoma had a racially and politically tense atmosphere. 
The territory, which was declared a state on November 16, 1907, had received many settlers 
from the South who had been slaveholders before the American Civil War. In the early 20th 
century, lynchings were common in Oklahoma, as part of a continuing effort by whites to assert 
and maintain white supremacy. Between the declaration of statehood and the Tulsa race riot 13 
years later, 31 persons were lynched in Oklahoma; 26 were black and nearly all were men and 
boys. During the twenty years following the riot, the number of lynchings statewide fell to two. 

The newly created state legislature passed racial segregation laws, commonly known as 
Jim Crow laws, as one of its first orders of business. Its 1907 constitution and laws had voter 
registration rules that disfranchised most blacks; this also barred them from serving on juries or 
in local office, a situation that lasted until the federal Voting Rights Act of 1965, part of civil 
rights legislation passed by the U.S. Congress. Major cities passed their own restrictions. 

On August 16, 1916, Tulsa passed an ordinance that mandated residential segregation by 
forbidding blacks or whites from residing on any block where three-fourths or more of the 
residents were of the other race. Although the United States Supreme Court declared the 
ordinance unconstitutional the next year, it remained on the books. 

As cities absorbed returning veterans into the labor market following World War I, social 
tension and anti-black sentiment increased. At the same time, black veterans pushed to have their 
civil rights enforced, believing they had earned full citizenship by military service. In what 
became known as the "Red Summer" of 1919, industrial cities across the Midwest and North 
experienced severe race riots, often led by ethnic whites among recent immigrant groups, who 
competed mostly with blacks for jobs. In Chicago and some other cities, blacks defended 
themselves for the first time with force but were outnumbered.  

Northeastern Oklahoma was in an economic slump that increased unemployment. Since 
1915, the Ku Klux Klan had been growing in urban chapters across the country, particularly 
since veterans had been returning from the war. Its first significant appearance in Oklahoma 
occurred on August 12, 1921, less than three months after the Tulsa riot.  By the end of 1921, 
Tulsa had 3,200 residents in the Klan by one estimate. The city's population was 72,000 in 1920. 

The traditionally black district of Greenwood in Tulsa had a commercial district so 
prosperous that it was known as "the Negro Wall Street" (now commonly referred to as "the 
Black Wall Street"), a label given by none other than noted African-American educator and 
author Booker T. Washington. Blacks had created their own businesses and services in this 
enclave, including several groceries, two independent newspapers, two movie theaters, 
nightclubs, and numerous churches. Black professionals—doctors, dentists, lawyers, and clergy
—served the community. Because of residential segregation in the city, most classes of blacks 
lived together in Greenwood. They selected their own leaders and raised capital there to support 
economic growth. In the surrounding areas of northeastern Oklahoma, blacks also enjoyed 
relative prosperity and participated in the oil boom. 
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TIMELINE 

Monday, May 30, 1921 – Memorial Day 

Encounter in the Elevator.  Sometime around or after 4 pm, 19-year-old Dick Rowland, 
a black shoeshiner employed at a Main Street shine parlor, entered the only elevator of the 
nearby Drexel Building, at 319 South Main Street, to use the top-floor restroom, which was 
restricted to blacks. He encountered Sarah Page, the 17-year-old white elevator operator who 
was on duty. The two likely knew each other at least by sight, as this building was the only one 
nearby with a washroom that Rowland had express permission to use, and the elevator operated 
by Page was the only one in the building. A clerk at Renberg's, a clothing store located on the 
first floor of the Drexel, heard what sounded like a woman's scream and saw a young black man 
rushing from the building. The clerk went to the elevator and found Page in what he said was a 
distraught state. Thinking she had been assaulted, he summoned the authorities. 

The 2000 official commission report notes that it was unusual for both Rowland and Page 
to be working downtown on Memorial Day, when most stores and businesses were closed. It 
suggests that Rowland had a simple accident, such as tripping and steadying himself against the 
girl, or perhaps they were lovers and had a quarrel. 

Whether – and to what extent – Dick Rowland and Sarah Page knew each other has long 
been a matter of speculation. It seems reasonable that they would have least been able to 
recognize each other on sight, as Rowland would have regularly ridden in Page's elevator on his 
way to and from the restroom. Others, however, have speculated that the pair might have been 
lovers – a dangerous and potentially deadly taboo, but not an impossibility... Whether they knew 
each other or not, it is clear that both Dick Rowland and Sarah Page were downtown on Monday, 
May 30, 1921 – although this, too, is cloaked in some mystery. On Memorial Day, most – but 
not all – stores and businesses in Tulsa were closed. Yet, both Rowland and Page were 
apparently working that day... 

What happened next is anyone's guess. After the riot, the most common explanation was 
that Dick Rowland tripped as he got onto the elevator and, as he tried to catch his fall, he 
grabbed onto the arm of Sarah Page, who then screamed. It also has been suggested that 
Rowland and Page had a lovers' quarrel. However, it simply is unclear what happened. Yet, in 
the days and years that followed, everyone who knew Dick Rowland agreed on one thing: that he 
would never have been capable of rape. 

The word rape was rarely used in newspapers or academia in the early 20th century. 
Instead, assault was used to describe such an attack. 

Brief investigation. Although the police likely questioned Page, no written account of 
her statement has surfaced. It is generally accepted that they determined what happened between 
the two teenagers was something less than an assault. The authorities conducted a rather low-key 
investigation rather than launching a man-hunt for her alleged assailant. Afterward, Page told the 
police that she would not press charges. 
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Regardless of whether assault had occurred, Rowland had reason to be fearful, as at the 
time, such an accusation alone put him at risk for attack. Realizing the gravity of the situation, 
Rowland fled to his mother's house in the Greenwood neighborhood. 

Tuesday, May 31, 1921 

  Suspect arrested.  On the morning after the incident, Detective Henry Carmichael and 
Henry C. Pack, a black patrolman, located Rowland on Greenwood Avenue and detained him. 
Pack was one of two black officers on the city's approximately 45-man police force. Rowland 
was initially taken to the Tulsa city jail at First and Main. Late that day, Police Commissioner J. 
M. Adkison said he had received an anonymous telephone call threatening Rowland's life. He
ordered Rowland transferred to the more secure jail on the top floor of the Tulsa County
Courthouse.

Word quickly spread in Tulsa's legal circles. As patrons of the shine shop where Rowland 
worked, many attorneys knew him. Witnesses recounted hearing several attorneys defending him 
in personal conversations with one another. One of the men said, "Why, I know that boy, and 
have known him a good while. That's not in him." 

Newspaper coverage.  The Tulsa Tribune, one of two white-owned papers published in 
Tulsa, broke the story in that afternoon's edition with the headline: "Nab Negro for Attacking 
Girl In an Elevator", describing the alleged incident. According to some witnesses, the same 
edition of the Tribune included an editorial warning of a potential lynching of Rowland, and 
entitled "To Lynch Negro Tonight." The paper was known at the time to have a "sensationalist" 
style of news writing. All original copies of that issue of the paper have apparently been 
destroyed, and the relevant page is missing from the microfilm copy, so the exact content of the 
column (and whether it existed at all) remains in dispute. 

Stand-off at the courthouse.  The afternoon edition of the Tribune hit the streets shortly 
after 3 p.m., and soon news of the potential lynching spread. By 4 pm, the local authorities were 
on alert. White people began congregating at and near the Tulsa County Courthouse. By sunset 
at 7:34 pm, the several hundred whites assembled outside the courthouse appeared to have the 
makings of a lynch mob. Willard M. McCullough, the newly elected sheriff of Tulsa County, 
was determined to avoid events such as the 1920 lynching of Roy Belton in Tulsa, which 
occurred during the term of his predecessor. The sheriff took steps to ensure the safety of 
Rowland. McCullough organized his deputies into a defensive formation around Rowland, who 
was terrified. The sheriff positioned six of his men, armed with rifles and shotguns, on the roof 
of the courthouse. He disabled the building's elevator, and had his remaining men barricade 
themselves at the top of the stairs with orders to shoot any intruders on sight. The sheriff went 
outside and tried to talk the crowd into going home, but to no avail. According to an account by 
Ellsworth, the sheriff was "hooted down". 

About 8:20 pm, three white men entered the courthouse, demanding that Rowland be 
turned over to them. Although vastly outnumbered by the growing crowd out on the street, 
Sheriff McCullough turned the men away. 
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Offer of help.  A few blocks away on Greenwood Avenue, members of the black 
community were gathering to discuss the situation at the courthouse. Given the recent lynching 
of Roy Belton, a white man accused of murder, they believed that Rowland was greatly at risk. 
The community was determined to prevent the lynching of the young black man, but divided 
about the tactics to be used. Young World War I veterans were preparing for a battle by 
collecting guns and ammunition. Older, more prosperous men feared a destructive confrontation 
that likely would cost them dearly. O. W. Gurley walked to the courthouse, where the sheriff 
assured him that there would be no lynching. Returning to Greenwood, Gurley tried to calm the 
group, but failed. About 7:30 pm, a mob of approximately 30 black men, armed with rifles and 
shotguns, decided to go to the courthouse and support the sheriff and his deputies to defend 
Rowland from the mob. Assuring them that Rowland was safe, the sheriff and his black deputy, 
Barney Cleaver, encouraged the men to return home. 

Taking up arms.  Having seen the armed blacks, some of the more than 1,000 whites at 
the courthouse went home for their own guns. Others headed for the National Guard armory at 
Sixth Street and Norfolk Avenue, where they planned to arm up. The armory contained a supply 
of small arms and ammunition. Major James Bell of the 180th Infantry had already learned of the 
mounting situation downtown and the possibility of a break-in, and he took appropriate measures 
to prevent this. He called the commanders of the three National Guard units in Tulsa, who 
ordered all the Guard members to put on their uniforms and report quickly to the armory. When a 
group of whites arrived and began pulling at the grating over a window, Bell went outside to 
confront the crowd of 300–400 men. Bell told them that the Guard members inside were armed 
and prepared to shoot anyone who tried to enter. After this show of force, the crowd withdrew 
from the armory. 

At the courthouse, the crowd had swollen to nearly 2,000, many of them now armed. 
Several local leaders, including Reverend Charles W. Kerr, pastor of the First Presbyterian 
Church, tried to dissuade mob action. The chief of police, John A. Gustafson, later claimed that 
he tried to talk the crowd into going home. 

Anxiety on Greenwood Avenue was rising. The black community was worried about the 
safety of Rowland. Small groups of armed black men began to venture toward the courthouse in 
automobiles, partly for reconnaissance, and to demonstrate they were prepared to take necessary 
action to protect Rowland. 

Many white men interpreted these actions as a "Negro uprising" and became concerned. 
Eyewitnesses reported gunshots, presumably fired into the air, increasing in frequency during the 
evening. 

Second offer.  In Greenwood, rumors began to fly – in particular, a report that whites 
were storming the courthouse. Shortly after 10 pm, a second, larger mob of approximately 
seventy-five armed black men decided to go to the courthouse. They offered their support to the 
sheriff, who declined their help. According to witnesses, a white man is alleged to have told one 
of the armed black men to surrender his pistol. The man refused, and a shot was fired. That first 
shot may have been accidental, or meant as a warning shot; it was a catalyst for an exchange of 
gunfire. 
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 Riot. The  gunshots triggered an almost immediate response by the white men, many of 
whom fired on the blacks, who continued firing back at the whites. The first "battle" was said to 
last a few seconds or so, but took a toll, as ten whites and two blacks lay dead or dying in the 
street. The black contingent retreated toward Greenwood. A rolling gunfight ensued. The armed 
white mob pursued the black group toward Greenwood, with many stopping to loot local stores 
for additional weapons and ammunition. Along the way innocent bystanders, many of whom 
were leaving a movie theater after a show, were caught off guard by the mob and began fleeing. 
Panic set in as the white mob began firing on any blacks in the crowd. The mob also shot and 
killed at least one white man in the confusion. 

At around 11 pm, members of the Oklahoma National Guard unit began to assemble at 
the armory to organize a plan to subdue the rioters. Several groups were deployed downtown to 
set up guard at the courthouse, police station, and other public facilities. Members of the local 
chapter of the American Legion joined in on patrols of the streets. The forces appeared to have 
been deployed to protect the white districts adjacent to Greenwood. This manner of deployment 
led to the National Guard being set in apparent opposition to the black community. The National 
Guard began rounding up blacks who had not returned to Greenwood and taking them to the 
Convention Hall on Brady Street for detention. 

Many prominent Tulsa whites also participated in the riot, including Tulsa founder and 
KKK member W. Tate Brady who participated in the riot as a night watchman. He reported 
seeing "five dead negroes," including one man who was dragged behind a car by a noose around 
his neck. 

At around midnight, white rioters again assembled outside the courthouse. It was a 
smaller group but more organized and determined. They shouted in support of a lynching. When 
they attempted to storm the building, the sheriff and his deputies turned them away and dispersed 
them. 

(NOTE:  the continuing events of Wednesday, June 1, 1921, and
its aftermath are found in the next Reading, #5) 
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TIMELINE 

Wednesday, June 1, 1921 

Throughout the early morning hours, groups of armed whites and blacks squared off in 
gunfights. At this point the fighting was concentrated along sections of the Frisco tracks, a 
dividing line between the black and white commercial districts. A rumor circulated that more 
blacks were coming by train from Muskogee to help with an invasion of Tulsa. At one point, 
passengers on an incoming train were forced to take cover on the floor of the train cars, as they 
had arrived in the midst of crossfire, with the train taking hits on both sides. 

Small groups of whites made brief forays by car into Greenwood, indiscriminately firing 
into businesses and residences. They often received return fire. Meanwhile, white rioters threw 
lighted oil rags into several buildings along Archer Street, igniting them. 

Fires begin.  At around 1 am, the white mob began setting fires, mainly in businesses on 
commercial Archer Street at the southern edge of the Greenwood district. As crews from the 
Tulsa Fire Department arrived to put out fires, they were turned away at gunpoint. By 4 am, an 
estimated two-dozen black-owned businesses had been set ablaze. 

As news traveled among Greenwood residents in the early morning hours, many began to 
take up arms in defense of their community, while others began a mass exodus from the city. 
Throughout the night both sides continued fighting, sometimes only sporadically. 

Daybreak.  Upon the 5 a.m. sunrise, reportedly a train whistle was heard (Hirsch said it 
was a siren). Many believed this to be a signal for the rioters to launch an all-out assault on 
Greenwood. A white man stepped out from behind the Frisco depot and received a fatal bullet 
from a sniper in Greenwood. Crowds of rioters poured from places of shelter, on foot and by car, 
into the streets of the black community. Five white men in a car led the charge but were killed by 
a fusillade of gunfire before they had gone a block. 

Overwhelmed by the sheer number of whites, more blacks retreated north on Greenwood 
Avenue to the edge of town. Chaos ensued as terrified residents fled for their lives. The rioters 
shot indiscriminately and killed many residents along the way. Splitting into small groups, they 
began breaking into houses and buildings, looting. Several blacks later testified that whites broke 
into occupied homes and ordered the residents out to the street, where they could be driven or 
forced to walk to detention centers. 

Holy Conversations—Session Readings for Session Three—Reading #5, pg.1 

Reading #5 in preparation for Session Three of “Holy Conversations” 

An Overview of the Tulsa Race Riot/Massacre 
Part Two 

(From the “Tulsa Race Riot” history page at the Greenwood Cultural Center web site) 



A rumor spread among the whites that the new Mount Zion Baptist Church was being 
used as a fortress and armory. Supposedly twenty caskets full of rifles had been delivered to the 
church, though no evidence was ever found. 

Attack by air.  Numerous eyewitnesses described airplanes carrying white assailants, 
who fired rifles and dropped firebombs on buildings, homes, and fleeing families. The planes, 
six biplane two-seater trainers left over from World War I, were dispatched from the nearby 
Curtiss-Southwest Field outside Tulsa. Law enforcement officials later stated that the planes 
were to provide reconnaissance and protect against a "Negro uprising". Eyewitness accounts and 
testimony from the survivors maintained that on the morning of June 1, the planes dropped 
incendiary bombs and fired rifles at black residents on the ground. 

Several groups of blacks attempted to organize a defense, but they were overwhelmed by 
the number of armed whites. Many blacks surrendered.  Others returned fire and were killed. As 
the fires spread northward through Greenwood, black families continued to flee. Many are 
believed to have died when trapped by the flames. 

Other whites.  As unrest spread to other parts of the city, many middle class white 
families who employed blacks in their homes as live-in cooks and servants were accosted by 
white rioters. They demanded that families turn over their employees to be taken to detention 
centers around the city. Many white families complied, and those who refused were subjected to 
attacks and vandalism in turn. 

Arrival of state troops.  Adjutant General Charles Barrett of the Oklahoma National 
Guard arrived with 109 troops from Oklahoma City by special train about 9:15 am. He could not 
legally act until he had contacted all the appropriate local authorities, including the mayor T. D. 
Evans, the sheriff and the police chief. Meanwhile, his troops paused to eat breakfast. Barrett 
summoned reinforcements from several other Oklahoma cities. By this time, most of the 
surviving black citizens had either fled the city or were in custody at the various detention 
centers. The troops declared martial law at 11:49 am, and by noon had managed to suppress most 
of the remaining violence. A 1921 letter from an Officer of the Service Company, Third 
Infantry, Oklahoma National Guard arriving May 31, 1921, reported taking about 30-40 African 
Americans into custody; putting a machine gun on a truck and putting it on patrol; being fired on 
from Negro snipers from the "Church" and returning fire; being fired on by white men; turning 
the prisoners over to deputies to take them to police headquarters; being fired upon again by 
negroes and having two NCOs slightly wounded; searching for negroes and firearms; detailing a 
NCO to take 170 Negroes to the civil authorities; and then delivering an additional 150 Negroes 
to the Convention Hall. 

Holy Conversations—Session Readings for Session Three—Reading #5, pg.2 



AFTERMATH 

Casualties.  The reported number of dead varies widely. On June 1, 1921, the Tulsa 
Tribune reported that 9 whites and 68 blacks had died in the riot, but shortly afterward changed 
this to a total of 176 dead. On the next day, the same paper reported the count as 9 whites and 21 
blacks. The New York Times said that 77 people had been killed, including 68 blacks, but then 
lowered the total to 33. The Richmond Times Dispatch reported that 85 people (including 25 
whites) were killed; it also reported that the Police Chief had reported to the Governor Robertson 
that the total was 75; and that a Police Major put the figure as 175.The Oklahoma Department of 
Vital Statistics count put the number of dead at 36 (26 black and 10 white), with other estimates 
in Red Cross documents running as high as 300. Walter Francis White of the N.A.A.C.P. 
reported that although officials and undertakers reported the numbers of fatalities as ten white 
and 21 colored, he estimated that the numbers to be 50 whites and between 150 and 200 
Negroes; he also reported that ten white men were killed on Tuesday; six white men drove into 
the black section and never came out and that thirteen whites were killed on Wednesday; he 
reported that the head of the Salvation Army in Tulsa stated that thirty-seven negroes were 
employed as gravediggers to bury 120 negroes in individual graves without coffins on Friday and 
Saturday. The "Los Angeles Express" had a headline that said "175 Killed, Many Wounded." 
Maurice Willows, an American Red Cross social worker, reported that up to 300 blacks were 
killed. He also reported that there was a rush to bury the bodies and that no records were made of 
many burials. 

Of the some 800 people admitted to local hospitals for injuries, the majority are believed 
to have been white, as both black hospitals had been burned in the rioting. Additionally, even if 
the white hospitals had admitted blacks because of the riot, against their usual segregation policy, 
injured blacks had little means to get to these hospitals, which were located across the city from 
Greenwood. More than 6,000 black Greenwood residents were arrested and detained at three 
local facilities: Convention Hall, now known as the Brady Theater, the Fairgrounds (then located 
about a mile northeast of Greenwood), and McNulty Park (a baseball stadium at Tenth Street and 
Elgin Avenue). 

Several blacks were known to have died while in the internment centers. While most of 
the deaths are said to have been accurately recorded, no records have been found as to how many 
detainees were treated for injuries and survived. These numbers could reasonably have been 
more than a thousand, perhaps several thousand. 

Property losses.  The commercial section of Greenwood was destroyed. This included 
191 businesses, a junior high school, several churches and the only hospital in the district. The 
Red Cross reported that 1,256 houses were burned and another 215 were looted but not burned. 
The Tulsa Real Estate Exchange estimated property losses amounted to $1.5 million in real 
estate and $750,000 in personal property ($30 million in 2016). Local citizens had filed more 
than $1.8 million in riot-related claims against the city by June 6, 1922. 

Legal actions.  A grand jury in Tulsa ruled that Police Chief John Gustafson was 
responsible for the riot because he neglected his duty and removed him from office. In a subsequent 
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trial, he was found guilty of failing to take proper precautions for protecting life and property, 
and for conspiring to free automobile thieves and collect rewards. But the former chief never 
served time in prison; instead, he returned to his private detective practice. No legal records 
indicate that any other white official was ever charged of wrongdoing or even negligence. 

Dick Rowland remained safe in the county jail until the next morning, when the police 
transported him out of town in secrecy. All charges were dropped. He never returned to Tulsa.  
No charges were filed against individual white rioters. Other lawsuits against insurance 
companies for losses were unsuccessful as well. 

Attempt to prevent reconstruction of Greenwood.  The division between white and 
black residents of Tulsa was so deep that the end of the riot did not begin to bring reconciliation. 
The widespread destruction of Greenwood was not sufficient for those whites who wanted to 
separate even further from blacks. A week after the riot, W. Tate Brady was appointed to the 
Tulsa Real Estate Exchange ("The Exchange"). The Tulsa Chamber of Commerce had created 
the group to estimate the value of property damaged or destroyed in Greenwood. The Exchange 
also contrived a scheme to relocate black Tulsans farther north and east of the original 
Greenwood. 

In cooperation with the City Commission, the Exchange prepared new building codes for 
the original Greenwood that would make rebuilding prohibitively expensive for the original 
owners. The land could then be redeveloped as a commercial and industrial district - no longer 
residential. The plan was never implemented because the Oklahoma Supreme Court overruled 
the proposed ordinances as unconstitutional. B. C. Franklin, the lead attorney of the black 
community who challenged the ordinance, was the father of John Hope Franklin, who became a 
notable historian. 
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