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Reading #1 in preparation for Session Six of “Holy Conversations” 

“Letters of Reconciliation” 
(As all first of the weekly readings, this has a conversation/dialogue emphasis) 

Holy Conversations about Race: 
A Curriculum for Predominantly White Congregations 

 

 
 

 
March, ________ 
 
DEAR WHITE PERSON:  
 
 Although we have known each other for centuries, we have not truly known 
each other. I, the black person, feel I know more about you because I had to. My will 
to survive forced me to learn about you.  I was forced to learn your ways of doing 
things, forced to accept your concepts and values, and yet denied the right to share 
them.  
 … If I tell you that I have hostility and anger within me, how do you interpret 
those emotions? Do they make me a savage who will riot and burn your property? … 
It seems to me that our society is presently paying for the many years of wrongs done 
to the black person. … In my rational moments, I can understand that you are a 
product of your forefathers’ teachings, and are not entirely to blame for your feelings 
toward me. But if you or I should pass feelings of racial hatred to our children, we 
stand condemned before God.… Along with my feelings of anger and hostility, there 
is a strong sense of disappointment. This disappointment is felt most keenly toward 
those who had taught me of God’s love for all mankind.… I am still forbidden to 
attend some of your evangelical colleges and churches, and to be your neighbor.… I 
have been referring to myself as the black person. But I still feel I have not been 
allowed to reach complete adulthood. You have made me doubt my ability to compete 
with you intellectually, and you keep stunting this area of my life with inferior school 
systems.…  
 I, the black person, suggest that you really get to know yourself. Evaluate your 
life experiences and see how they may have given you your views of the black 
person.… If that happens, it will enable us to love and to live together and enjoy the 
blessing God intended us to share.  
 
 Your fellow human being and future friend,  
 THE BLACK PERSON 
 
 



Holy Conversations—Session Readings for Session Six—pg. 2  

March, ________ 
 
DEAR BLACK PERSON:  
 
 Thank you for your wonderful letter.… I cannot claim to speak for the whole 
white race as I write this letter. Although I am sure that many others feel as I do, I can 
only speak for myself.  
 For many years I was guilty of ignorance. … I did not know that black men 
were routinely but rudely questioned just for walking along the street, or that black 
homes were frequently invaded without benefit of warrant. Things like that never got 
into the news that reached me … I am guilty. I admit my guilt.  But more importantly, 
I have repented. I have sought the forgiveness of the Christ-Savior of white and black 
and every person, and I am seeking to educate myself and others so that the gap of 
racial misunderstanding and abuse may yet be closed. …  
 I was especially touched by this statement in your letter: “I am telling you these 
things because I want you to know me.” I feel the same way about you: I am telling 
you these things because I want you to know me.… I want you to know that in order to 
raise my level of awareness I have been sitting at the feet of black authors like … 
William Pannell and Tom Skinner. … I realize that [white] evangelicals are not the 
only offenders. … But we are offenders, God help us. God forgive us.  
 And please, Black Person, give us your forgiveness too. … the important goal to 
strive for in all my relationships is caring for other individuals as individuals. … 
please judge me not by my color but by my individual spirit.… And please, when I 
reach out my hand in friendship to you, take it.  
 
 Your fellow human being,  
 A WHITE PERSON 
 
 
BEFORE READING ANY FARTHER, please think about or discuss these questions: 
 
1. What do you think of this exchange?  What points strike you as particularly important from 

“The Black Person’s” letter?  From “A White Person’s” letter? 
 
2. What principles of Holy Conversations do you see employed here?  How might letter writing 

be a helpful way of having a Holy Conversation with someone?  What might be the 
difficulties? 

 
3. Would it make any difference for you to know if an individual author was male or female?  

Why or why not? 
 
4. These letters include the month but not the year of writing.  What year do you imagine these 

letters were exchanged? 
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COMMENTARY ON THE LETTERS 
 
 These letters were originally published in an evangelical journal called 
Christianity Today in March of 1971 and excerpted in the seminal work, Divided by 
Faith: Evangelical Religion and the Problem of Race in America, by Michael O. 
Emerson and Christian Smith. 
 Since we are considering these ideas as predominantly White churches, most of 
the comments will focus on the response of “A White Person.” 
  
 Concerning the first letter, Emerson and Smith say, “Written by a black man, 
this plea contains all the components of reconciliation—from the need for cross-race 
relationships, to forgiveness and accepting forgiveness, to overcoming together the 
structures of inequality.” 
 
 Concerning the response letter, Emerson and Smith say, “This response [from 
a white evangelical woman] contains many of the aspects of reconciliation as well. 
She confesses her sin, and she requests forgiveness. She is working to educate herself 
by reading the works of reconciliation advocates. She clearly calls for the development 
of interracial relationships. 
 “But there are some perhaps subtle differences in her expression of 
reconciliation as compared to the black writer’s letter.  
 “First, the letter from the black writer uses the vehicle of a personal letter to 
communicate from one race to another; the white writer, though, quickly 
individualizes the letter, claiming that she cannot speak for other whites. She also 
asks to be seen as an individual, not a member of a race, and says her goal is to treat 
individuals as individuals, regardless of color.  
 This seems perfectly reasonable, but it has an important effect. The need to 
work for social justice and social equality between races is minimized, even dropped. 
If we are to focus on individuals only, then justice does not mean working against 
structures of inequality, but treating individuals as equals, regardless of the actual 
economic and political facts. Equality is spiritually and individually based, not 
temporally and socially based. And this is the complaint that many black evangelicals 
[have] of white evangelicals . . .  The problem with whites’ conception of 
reconciliation, many claimed, was that they did not seek true justice—that is, justice 
both individually and collectively. Without this component, reconciliation was cheap, 
artificial, and mere words. It was rather like a big brother shoving his little brother to 
the ground, apologizing, and then shoving him to the ground again.” 
 

(Excerpted and adapted from Divided by Faith, Kindle Edition, locations 1160-1225, emphases mine) 
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 This reflection by journal editor Bill Wylie-Kellermann and is an adapted excerpt from the discussion 
guide “Christians and Racial Justice,” published by Sojourners magazine. 

 
 

RACISM is more than an expression of an individual attitude; it is prejudice with power behind it. 
But looked upon with a biblical and theological eye, . . . [it] may be recognized to be even more—an 
active and aggressive principality, a “power” that appears to move, adapt, and grow with a life of its 
own. 

 
VIEWED BIBLICALLY a 
“power” . . .  may be 
identified as both structural 
and spiritual—having these 
two aspects in one reality. 
This is underscored in the 
creation hymn of Colossians 
1:15-20, where the assorted 
powers and authorities are 
described as both heavenly 
and earthly, visible and 
invisible.  [Walter Wink says 
that] “every Power tends to 
have a visible pole, an outer 
form—be it a church, a nation, or an economy—and an invisible pole, an inner spirit or driving force that 
animates, legitimates, and regulates its physical manifestation in the world.”   In the struggle for racial justice, 
the recognition of “institutional racism,” that insidious structural element far beyond personal prejudice, was a 
huge step toward seeing racism as a principality. . . . . 
 
WE IGNORE THE SPIRITUAL REALITY OF RACISM at the peril of our national soul. No force in 
U.S. history has proven more relentless or devastatingly resilient than . . . racism. It is empirically a demon 
that again and again rises up transmogrified in ever more predatory and beguiling forms, truly tempting our 
despair. The frustration we suffer is not unlike that of the disciples who were gently upbraided by Jesus, “This 
kind can only be cast out by prayer and fasting.” Generally, with respect to powers theology, a twofold effort 
is necessary. Theological liberals must be convinced that institutional structures have a spiritual dimension 
that must be taken with equal seriousness. Then theological conservatives must be persuaded that 
principalities are not airy beings waiting to swoop down on unprepared individuals, but that these 
principalities invariably have their feet on the ground, being embodied and incarnated in social forms and 
cultural structures. 
 
EPHESIANS, which comes to us as a jail letter from Paul, [tells us that there is a] “wall of hostility” (2:14) 
[which] bears upon us. The hostility referred to there is . . . the division between Jew and Gentile which the 
church had finally resolved to overcome in its life and community. The wall, in one sense, was quite literal. 
There was in the temple a barrier defining and setting off the court of the Gentiles. On it was posted a notice, 
literally a death threat, a sign forbidding Gentiles entrance into the interior courts of the Jews. Paul, as a matter 
of fact, was accused of transgressing that very wall with a friend in the Book of Acts (21:27-36). He was 

Reading #2 in preparation for Session Six of “Holy Conversations” 
“Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians:  Exorcising the Demons” 

(As all second readings of the week, this is a reflection on the scriptures) 

“From the point of view of either biblical religion [e.g., Judaism or 
Christianity], the monstrous American heresy is in thinking that the 
whole drama of history takes place between God and humanity. But the 
truth, biblically and theologically and empirically, is quite otherwise:   
The drama of this history takes place amongst God and humanity and 
the principalities and powers, the great institutions and ideologies active 
in the world. It is the corruption and shallowness of humanism which 
beguiles Jew or Christian into believing that human beings are masters 
of institution or ideology. Or to put it differently, racism is not an evil in 
human hearts or minds; racism is a principality, a demonic power, a 
representative image, an embodiment of death, over which human beings 
have little or no control, but which works its awful influence in their 
lives.”                                                          -- William Stringfellow, 1963 
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arrested and imprisoned, a circumstance that drives the narrative of that book to its conclusion.  Paul argues 
that in Jesus’ death and resurrection the dividing wall of hostility has been broken down, and a new humanity 
thereby created in the one who is our peace, as we read in Ephesians 3:1-10: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It’s almost as though [Paul] sees in the wall a living reality. Taking the good news to the Gentiles requires 
addressing the powers themselves, putting the wall itself on notice.  
 
WHEN THE WALL OF RACISM REIGNS WITHIN THE CHURCH, it is noticed in several ways—but 
primarily in the suppression of gifts. The Word of God in the Holy Spirit is forever busy stirring up and 
calling out boldness in people to exercise their gifts and faculties on behalf of the community and in service to 
humanity and all creation. Meanwhile, the power of death in the demon of racism is busy intimidating people, 
or suppressing, refusing, devaluing, and denying those very gifts and facilities, rendering them unknown or 
inaccessible to community and creation. 
 
THE GOSPEL OF MARK, as scripture scholar Ched Myers has shown, knows the same experience in a 
different image. There Jesus is forever sending the disciples over to “the other side” of the “sea.” Mark is the 
first person ever to call that turbulent Galilean lake a “sea,” thereby invoking not only the power of chaos but 
the whole history of crossing to liberation [e.g., Moses and the Israelites crossing the sea to the Promised 
Land]. Among other things, . . . “the other side” is tip-off to the fact that, in Mark’s story and geography, there 
is a Jewish side of the sea and a Gentile side. . . .  And what should happen when he sends the disciples to 
cross over? Death threatens. The storm rages. Heavy weather would swamp or drown or blow them off course.  
 
WHAT COULD BE TRUER to our own experience of trying to build alliances or friendships or 
communities with sisters and brothers on the “other side”? We hear an invisible whisper that says, “Stay 
home,” striking fear in our hearts and prompting our despair. It may be a silent storm within, simply awkward 
and cool, or one raging with hostility. Once again, that storm, that blustering barrier, must be named and 
rebuked with authority. It’s nothing short of a baptism to set off in faith into those troubled waters.  
 
AS THE EPHESIAN LETTER PUTS IT:  The new humanity in Christ’s body breaks down the wall of 
hostility (2:14-16). In this new humanity that baptism seals and affirms, our relationship to every other human 
being, every human community, indeed to every creature, is renewed. The wall has no claim upon us. The 
powers do not rule in our lives and community. We have died, with Christ, out from under their spirit and 
dominion (2:1-8).  This is baptismal language. 
 
BAPTISM always has about it an element of exorcism. We vow to “renounce the spiritual forces of 
wickedness, reject the evil powers of this world, and repent of sin.” In more ancient language, we “renounce 
the devil and all his works.” That, I believe, is where the struggle against racism needs to be rooted, in the 
promise and grace of our baptism. 
 
[BEING UNITED INTO ONE FAMILY through baptism] is not the end of our work fighting the 
principalities of racism, but it is the place to begin.  In worship.  Under the sign of the resurrection 
where death and the powers of the principalities are declared undone. 
  

For this reason I, Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles—assuming that you 
have heard of the stewardship of God’s grace that was given to me for you, how the mystery was 
made known to me ... that is, how the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members of the same body, and 
partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. Of this gospel I was made a minister ... 
to preach to the Gentiles the unspeakable riches of Christ, and to make all see what is the plan of the 
mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things; that through the church the manifold wisdom 
of God might now be made known to the principalities and powers in high places. 
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Dr. Jennifer Harvey is Professor of Religion at Drake University in Des Moines, Iowa. She 
received her Ph.D. in Christian Social Ethics from Union Theological Seminary. She teaches 
on religion and ethics with race, gender, activism, politics, spirituality, justice, and any 
other aspect of social life in which religiosity decides to "show up." 
 
 
Most churches in the United States are overwhelmingly composed of only one racial 
group. In startlingly few congregations do people worship regularly together across 

racial lines.  
 Setting aside for now the question of whether this situation is best understood as 
“segregation,” the perception that racial separation characterizes churches today as much as it did in 
King’s day is rooted in factual accuracy. Data from a recent study show that what was true by the end 
of the Civil War remains so today. Not only are mainline Protestant denominations overwhelmingly 
white (91 percent), with as little as 2 percent of the membership identifying as African American and 
3 percent as Hispanic, but even within denominations congregations tend to be composed of one 
racial group or another. Meanwhile, white Christians constitute 2 percent of the membership of 
historically Black denominations. 
 There are many reasons such divisions exist. These include the cultural cohesions and 
connections needed and created by new immigrant communities, realities of linguistic differences, 
and a myriad of other dimensions of social life that might make multiracial/ethnic community more 
challenging for and the familiarity of uniracial/ethnic community more appealing to people of color. 
 In regard to the longest interracial relationship constituting the U.S. church, that of whites and 
African Americans, history provides the most obvious reasons for such stark division. In fact, the 
history out of which the Black church developed makes it unsurprising that congregations remain 
racially separated. At the end of the Civil War, when newly freed African Americans had the 
opportunity to attend a church of their choosing (rather than one chosen for them by their enslavers), 
a majority left for Black congregations and denominations. 
 Whether the pressures of racism were direct or indirect, the history of Christian churches in 
the United States on the whole is this: white churches became “more white” as Blacks created their 
own racially affirming worship spaces and opportunities for religious leadership.  
 Given decades upon decades of overt racism in the United States, even after legal 
enslavement came to an end, and given the centrality of white Christian participation in this racism, it 
would be more surprising today if our churches did not remain racially separate! The Black church 
was born long before most white Christians believed inclusion and diversity were important. Indeed, 
given what this legacy represents, namely African Americans’ creative refusal to comply with racist 
religious practice, the existence still today of vibrant and robust African American spiritual 
communities and religious institutions would be better seen as a happy reality.  
 Moreover, given the concerns about racism and diversity, a more logical question would be to 
ask why more white Christians do not simply join African American churches or denominations. In 
short, it is clear that the statement, “11:00 is the most segregated hour in America,” is much more 
complicated than it might appear at first glance. 
 

Reading #5 in preparation for Session Six of “Holy Conversations” 
“A Reconciliation Paradigm” 

(Adapted from Chapter One of Dear White Christians: For Those Still Longing for Racial Reconciliation) 
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 In addition to historical factors, there are other reasons for our racial separateness. Significant 
differences exist between white and Black Christianity. Aside from sharing the basic beliefs 
confessed in the Apostles’ Creed “black and white believers often radically differ in their faith-based 
thoughts and practices,” say Shelton and Emerson. The differences are fascinating. They range from 
the contrast between “academic” and “experiential” models of Christianity, to different 
understandings of morality and the relationship between faith and works, to widely divergent beliefs 
that some might consider outside the bounds of “orthodox” Christian doctrine. 
 For Black Christians, for example, a powerful and direct connection with God has emerged in 
relation to the need to survive the intense and relentless racial violence of U.S. history and the racial 
oppression that persists today. This resulting experiential center of Black Christianity can be 
correlated with much higher rates of prayer and a tendency toward more affective worship practices. 
In contrast, for whites, who less often face questions of basic survival and typically can assume their 
needs will be met in the social and political milieu, the option of “philosophizing about God” 
(instead of “experiencing God directly” in times of dire need) has always been more available. White 
racial experience helps account for more academic and abstract approach within white Christianity. 
This approach tends to emphasize belief and doctrine over the action and experience that is more 
central within Black Christianity. 
 For many justice-oriented white Christians, our lack of racial mixing on Sunday mornings is a 
problem. For some it is even “the problem” when it comes to the continuing presence of racism in 
the church. Separation, segregation, or some other lack of Christian unity across racial lines seems to 
evidence barriers, dislike, mistrust, and non-acceptance. 
 Most mainline Protestant denominations have explicitly named diversity and inclusion as 
Christian values, and racial separateness seems 
therefore to demonstrate our failure to embody 
those values. If the premise of diversity is that 
difference is to be celebrated and embraced, 
separate worship must mean we are still resistant 
to difference somehow and hold negative views 
of those whose racial identities are distinct from 
our own. If the premise of inclusion is that 
everyone feels welcome and that our 
congregations attentively create environments in 
which this is the case, separation must mean some have been made to feel they do not belong — 
otherwise they would be “here.”  
 Moreover, if separateness is the problem, then the logical solution becomes togetherness. We 
use the common theological term “reconciliation” to describe this vision. We speak of the Christian 
community as “being one in Christ,” employing metaphors about family, about brotherhood and 
sisterhood, to talk about who we should be to one another and what our fellowship should be like. 
This reconciliation paradigm shows up in both mainline Protestantism and prophetic evangelicalism. 
 Given that the Black church or other racially separated congregations were born because of 
rampant racism in white churches, it makes sense for white Christians to worry that a lack of racial 
mixing indicates the same kind of racism remains prevalent. It is also reasonable to conclude that 
moral judgment of our recent racial history should also mean we reject phenomena that were 
outgrowths of this history (i.e., the prevalence of uniracial congregations). More important, exclusion 
based on difference has been one of the more overt ways racism has manifested in much of U.S. 
racial history, including in the life of the church.  
 Reconciliation matters and matters deeply. 
  

 “We violate God’s intention for the 
human family by creating false 
categories of value and identity, based 
on identifiable characteristics such as 
culture, place of origin, and skin 
color.”    -- Presbyterian Church (USA) 
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Dr. Gena Minnix is a Licensed Professional Counselor and Marriage and Family 
Therapist trained in systemic and trauma therapies, personality theory, and 
Relational-Cultural Theory.  She is the Assistant Professor of Counselor 
Education at the Episcopal Seminary of the Southwest.  She reflects on her 
reading of Reconciling All Things:  A Christian Vision for Peace and Healing. 
 
 I encounter the word “reconciliation” frequently in my work as a 
counselor, researcher, and faith community consultant. It comes up often when we 

speak of churches committed to inclusion of LGBT members. In Latin, the word (re-concilare) has a 
relational sense: “to bring together again” or to connect otherwise disconnected people or ideas. 
 That appeals to me—bringing together folks who feel distant or separated from one another. 
But then I thought, “to bring together again implies they were once connected. And that may not 
always be the case.” So if the goal isn’t just restoring connection but creating it… what then? What 
can we hope for in communities where the story of togetherness began with the oppression of one 
group by another? 
 Emmanuel Katangole, who calls himself a restless Catholic priest from Uganda, and Chris 
Rice who calls himself a white, American, protestant, academic, in their book Reconciling All Things 
challenge the assumption of many of us that “reconciliation” is a noun. As a researcher, I’ve been 
guilty of this—thinking of reconciliation as a place at which we’re trying to arrive. 
 Yet, Katangole and Rice caution me as a white woman, a social scientist, and a Christian 
committed to peace, [because] I can feel tempted to rush the relational process of reconciliation. 
Programs, strategies, outcomes… all these can bring about important political change, but also 
distract us from the heavy lifting of genuine relationship. Jesus sought to reconcile us on the deepest 
level where reconciliation is a verb—a process that never ends. On this level, maybe reconciliation 
looks like ongoing messy, authentic, inefficient, unprofessional, slow, loving participation in one 
another’s lives. 
 Our family lives in a historic black neighborhood. Shortly after moving in, our pet got loose 
and caused a good deal of inconvenience for our neighbor. We’ve done our best to make amends, but 
she has reason to feel angry about it. A few weeks ago, she surprised me by knocking on our door 
with a big smile and bags of apples to share. I invited her in and we sat in the kitchen exchanging 
stories about our children. She may still feel angry but she also fed us. We may still feel embarrassed 
but we’ll also ask about her kids by name. Perhaps our families are traversing new paths of 
reconciliation. 
 There is a Rwandan proverb that says, “To go fast, walk alone. To go far, walk together.” 
 

• Where do I sense God calling me into more authentic cross-cultural relationships? 
• When is it time to slow down and tend to relational connection, and when is it time to push 

ahead processes of social or political reform? 
• What might I need to change about my pace of life to make space and time for reconciling 

relationships? 
• What can I learn from Jesus’ relationships with those different from him? 

  

Reading #4 in preparation for Session Six of “Holy Conversations” 
“What Does Racial Reconciliation Mean?” 

(Adapted from the blog “Sowing Holy Questions” by Gena Minnix, March 1, 2016) 

http://ssw.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/MG_5437_2.png
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Dr. John M. Perkins, born in 1930 to Mississippi sharecroppers, is a pastor, author, and civil 
rights activist. He is perhaps best known for his work with the Christian Community 
Development Association. 
 
 
I’ve given most of my life to the cause of reconciliation, fighting the battle in the 
trenches and working with community development organizations. We developed 
the three Rs – relocation, reconciliation, and redistribution – to offer a process to 

help communities work together to balance some of the inequities of life in America. By God’s 
grace, much good work has been done, and I’m humbled to have been a part of it. 
 
But as I come closer to the end of my journey, I am aware that community development can only 
take us so far – because this is a gospel issue. The problem of reconciliation in our country and in our 
churches is much too big to be wrestled to the ground by plans that begin in the minds of men. This 
is a God-sized problem. It is one that only the church, through the power of the Holy Spirit, can heal. 
It requires the quality of love that only our Savior can provide. And it requires that we make some 
uncomfortable confessions. G. K. Chesterton said, “It isn’t that they can’t see the solution. It is that 
they can’t see the problem.” I believe this statement can be applied to the lack of reconciliation 
within the church today. 
 
The problem is that there is a gaping hole in our gospel. We have preached a gospel that leaves us 
believing that we can be reconciled to God but not reconciled to our Christian brothers and sisters 
who don’t look like us – brothers and sisters with whom we are, in fact, one blood. 
 
The apostle John talks about that: “If someone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar; 
for the one who does not love his brother whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen” 
(1 John 4:20). Yet from our early days as a country we adopted the practice of slavery and 
demonized the slave as inferior, subhuman, and deserving of exploitation. For this wicked system of 
slavery to survive there had to be distinctions made between normal folks and this new breed of 
people that would be treated like animals. This is where the idea of race came into play. 
 
The truth is that there is no black race – and there is no white race. So the idea of “racial 
reconciliation” is a false idea. It’s a lie. It implies that there is more than one race. This is absolutely 
false. God created only one race – the human race. 
 
We’re at a unique moment in our history. We’ve come through – and in many ways are in the midst 
of – great upheaval. The soul of our nation has been laid bare. We have only to look at the signs of 
the times to realize that the church may not have long to get this right. We may not have much time 
left to offer the world a glimpse of this unity that will point the eyes of the watching world to the 
power of our great God. Yes, there’s an urgency. Time is running out … for all of us. But while we 
still have time, let’s reflect on the heart of Jesus, who prayed that his church might one day be one. 
  

Reading #4 in preparation for Session Six of “Holy Conversations” 
“Beyond Racial Reconciliation” 

(Excerpt from One Blood:  Parting Words to the Church on Race, by John Perkins, as pub. in Plough Magazine) 
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Ta-Nehisi Coates is a distinguished writer in residence at NYU’s Arthur L. Carter 
Journalism Institute. He is the author of the bestselling books The Beautiful Struggle, 
We Were Eight Years in Power, and Between The World And Me, which won the 
National Book Award in 2015. Ta-Nehisi is a recipient of a MacArthur Fellowship. He 
is also the current author of the Marvel comics The Black Panther and Captain America. 
======================================================== 
 
 
 

In the 1920s, Jim Crow Mississippi 
was, in all facets of society, a 
kleptocracy. The majority of the 
people in the state were perpetually 
robbed of the vote—a hijacking 
engineered through the trickery of 
the poll tax and the muscle of the 
lynch mob. Between 1882 and 
1968, more black people were 
lynched in Mississippi than in any 
other state. “You and I know what’s the best way to keep the nigger from voting,” blustered 
Theodore Bilbo, a Mississippi senator and a proud Klansman. “You do it the night before the 
election.” 

The state’s regime partnered robbery of the franchise with robbery of the purse. Many of 
Mississippi’s black farmers lived in debt peonage, under the sway of cotton kings who were at once 
their landlords, their employers, and their primary merchants. Tools and necessities were advanced 
against the return on the crop, which was determined by the employer. When farmers were deemed 
to be in debt—and they often were—the negative balance was then carried over to the next season. A 
man or woman who protested this arrangement did so at the risk of grave injury or death. Refusing to 
work meant arrest under vagrancy laws and forced labor under the state’s penal system. 

Well into the 20th century, black people spoke of their flight from Mississippi in much the same 
manner as their runagate ancestors had. In her 2010 book, The Warmth of Other Suns, Isabel 
Wilkerson tells the story of Eddie Earvin, a spinach picker who fled Mississippi in 1963, after being 
made to work at gunpoint. “You didn’t talk about it or tell nobody,” Earvin said. “You had to sneak 
away.” 

In 1934, Congress created the Federal Housing Administration. The FHA insured private mortgages, 
causing a drop in interest rates and a decline in the size of the down payment required to buy a house. 
But an insured mortgage was not a possibility for Clyde Ross, who lived in an area called “North 
Lawndale.” The FHA had adopted a system of maps that rated neighborhoods according to their 

Reading #5 in preparation for Session Six of “Holy Conversations” 
“The Case for Reparations” 

(Adapted from Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Case for Reparations,” The Atlantic, June 2014 issue) 

And if thy brother, a Hebrew man, or a Hebrew woman, be 
sold unto thee, and serve thee six years; then in the seventh 
year thou shalt let him go free from thee. And when thou 
sendest him out free from thee, thou shalt not let him go 
away empty: thou shalt furnish him liberally out of thy 
flock, and out of thy floor, and out of thy winepress: of that 
wherewith the LORD thy God hath blessed thee thou shalt 
give unto him. And thou shalt remember that thou wast a 
bondman in the land of Egypt, and the LORD thy God 
redeemed thee: therefore I command thee this thing today. 

— DEUTERONOMY 15: 12–15 
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perceived stability. On the maps, green areas, rated “A,” indicated “in demand” neighborhoods that, 
as one appraiser put it, lacked “a single foreigner or Negro.” These neighborhoods were considered 
excellent prospects for insurance. Neighborhoods where black people lived were rated “D” and were 
usually considered ineligible for FHA backing. They were colored in red. Neither the percentage of 
black people living there nor their social class mattered. Black people were viewed as a contagion. 
Redlining went beyond FHA-backed loans and spread to the entire mortgage industry, which was 
already rife with racism, excluding black people from most legitimate means of obtaining a 
mortgage. 

“A government offering such bounty to builders and lenders could have required compliance with a 
nondiscrimination policy,” Charles Abrams, the urban-studies expert who helped create the New 
York City Housing Authority, wrote in 1955. “Instead, the FHA adopted a racial policy that could 
well have been culled from the Nuremberg laws.” 

The devastating effects are cogently outlined by Melvin L. Oliver and Thomas M. Shapiro in their 

1995 book, Black Wealth/White Wealth: 

In Chicago and across the country, whites looking to achieve the American dream could rely on a 
legitimate credit system backed by the government. Blacks were herded into the sights of 
unscrupulous lenders who took them for money and for sport. “It was like people who like to go out 
and shoot lions in Africa. It was the same thrill,” a housing attorney told the historian Beryl Satter in 
her 2009 book, Family Properties. “The thrill of the chase and the kill.” 

Contract sellers became rich. Places like North Lawndale became a ghetto. 
 
North Lawndale is an extreme portrait of the trends that ail black Chicago. Such is the magnitude of 
these ailments that it can be said that blacks and whites do not inhabit the same city. The average per 
capita income of Chicago’s white neighborhoods is almost three times that of its black 
neighborhoods. When the Harvard sociologist Robert J. Sampson examined incarceration rates in 
Chicago in his 2012 book, Great American City, he found that a black neighborhood with one of the 
highest incarceration rates (West Garfield Park) had a rate more than 40 times as high as the white 
neighborhood with the highest rate (Clearing). “This is a staggering differential, even for 
community-level comparisons,” Sampson writes. “A difference of kind, not degree.” 
 
In other words, Chicago’s impoverished black neighborhoods—characterized by high unemployment 
and households headed by single parents—are not simply poor; they are “ecologically distinct.” This 
“is not simply the same thing as low economic status,” writes Sampson. “In this pattern Chicago is 
not alone.” 
 

“Locked out of the greatest mass-based opportunity for wealth accumulation in American 
history, African Americans who desired and were able to afford home ownership found 
themselves consigned to central-city communities where their investments were affected by the 
“self-fulfilling prophecies” of the FHA appraisers: cut off from sources of new investment[,] 
their homes and communities deteriorated and lost value in comparison to those homes and 
communities that FHA appraisers deemed desirable.” 
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The lives of black Americans are better than they were half a century ago. The humiliation of whites 
only signs are gone. Rates of black poverty have decreased. Black teen-pregnancy rates are at record 
lows—and the gap between black and white teen-pregnancy rates has shrunk significantly. But such 
progress rests on a shaky foundation, and fault lines are everywhere. The income gap between black 
and white households is roughly the same today as it was in 1970. Patrick Sharkey, a sociologist at 
New York University, studied children born from 1955 through 1970 and found that 4 percent of 
whites and 62 percent of blacks across America had been raised in poor neighborhoods. A generation 
later, the same study showed, virtually nothing had changed. And whereas whites born into affluent 
neighborhoods tended to remain in affluent neighborhoods, blacks tended to fall out of them. 
 
This is not surprising. Black families, regardless of income, are significantly less wealthy than white 
families. The Pew Research Center estimates that white households are worth roughly 20 times as 
much as black households, and that whereas only 15 percent of whites have zero or negative wealth, 
more than a third of blacks do. Effectively, the black family in America is working without a safety 
net. When financial calamity strikes—a medical emergency, divorce, job loss—the fall is precipitous. 
 
And just as black families of all incomes remain handicapped by a lack of wealth, so too do they 
remain handicapped by their restricted choice of neighborhood. Black people with upper-middle-
class incomes do not generally live in upper-middle-class neighborhoods. Sharkey’s research shows 
that black families making $100,000 typically live in the kinds of neighborhoods inhabited by white 

families making $30,000. “Blacks and whites inhabit such 
different neighborhoods,” Sharkey writes, “that it is not possible 
to compare the economic outcomes of black and white 
children.” 
 
The implications are chilling. As a rule, poor black people do 

not work their way out of the ghetto—and those who do often face the horror of watching their 
children and grandchildren tumble back. 
 
Even seeming evidence of progress withers under harsh light. In 2012, the Manhattan Institute 
cheerily noted that segregation had declined since the 1960s. And yet African Americans still 
remained—by far—the most segregated ethnic group in the country. 
 
With segregation, with the isolation of the injured and the robbed, comes the concentration of 
disadvantage. An unsegregated America might see poverty, and all its effects, spread across the 
country with no particular bias toward skin color. Instead, the concentration of poverty has been 
paired with a concentration of melanin. The resulting conflagration has been devastating. 
 
One thread of thinking in the African American community holds that these depressing numbers 
partially stem from cultural pathologies that can be altered through individual grit and exceptionally 
good behavior. (In 2011, Philadelphia Mayor Michael Nutter, responding to violence among young 
black males, put the blame on the family: “Too many men making too many babies they don’t want 
to take care of, and then we end up dealing with your children.” Nutter turned to those presumably 
fatherless babies: “Pull your pants up and buy a belt, because no one wants to see your underwear or 
the crack of your butt.”) The thread is as old as black politics itself. It is also wrong. The kind of 
trenchant racism to which black people have persistently been subjected can never be defeated by 
making its victims more respectable. The essence of American racism is disrespect. And in the wake 
of the grim numbers, we see the grim inheritance. 

A national real-estate association 
advised not to sell to “a colored 
man of means who was giving his 
children a college education.” 
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In 1783, the freedwoman Belinda Royall petitioned the commonwealth of Massachusetts for 
reparations. Belinda had been born in modern-day Ghana. She was kidnapped as a child and sold into 
slavery. She endured the Middle Passage and 50 years of enslavement at the hands of Isaac Royall 
and his son. But the junior Royall, a British loyalist, fled the country during the Revolution. Belinda, 
now free after half a century of labor, beseeched the nascent Massachusetts legislature for 
reparations. 
 
Belinda Royall was granted a pension of 15 pounds and 12 
shillings, to be paid out of the estate of Isaac Royall—one of 
the earliest successful attempts to petition for reparations. At 
the time, black people in America had endured more than 150 
years of enslavement, and the idea that they might be owed 
something in return was, if not the national consensus, at least 
not outrageous. 
 
As the historian Roy E. Finkenbine has documented, at the dawn of this country, black reparations 
were actively considered and often effected. Quakers in New York, New England, and Baltimore 
went so far as to make “membership contingent upon compensating one’s former slaves.” In 1782, 
the Quaker Robert Pleasants emancipated his 78 slaves, granted them 350 acres, and later built a 
school on their property and provided for their education. “The doing of this justice to the injured 
Africans,” wrote Pleasants, “would be an acceptable offering to him who ‘Rules in the kingdom of 
men.’” 
 
Edward Coles, a protégé of Thomas Jefferson who became a slaveholder through inheritance, took 
many of his slaves north and granted them a plot of land in Illinois. John Randolph, a cousin of 
Jefferson’s, willed that all his slaves be emancipated upon his death, and that all those older than 40 
be given 10 acres of land. “I give and bequeath to all my slaves their freedom,” Randolph wrote, 
“heartily regretting that I have been the owner of one.” 
 
In the 20th century, the cause of reparations was taken up by a diverse cast that included the 
Confederate veteran Walter R. Vaughan, who believed that reparations would be a stimulus for the 
South; the black activist Callie House; black-nationalist leaders like “Queen Mother” Audley Moore; 
and the civil-rights activist James Forman. The movement coalesced in 1987 under an umbrella 
organization called the National Coalition of Blacks for Reparations in America (N’COBRA). The 
NAACP endorsed reparations in 1993. Charles J. Ogletree Jr., a professor at Harvard Law School, 
has pursued reparations claims in court. 

But while the people advocating reparations have changed over time, the response from the country 
has remained virtually the same. “They have been taught to labor,” the Chicago Tribune editorialized 
in 1891. “They have been taught Christian civilization, and to speak the noble English language 
instead of some African gibberish. The account is square with the ex-slaves.” 

Not exactly. Having been enslaved for 250 years, black people were not left to their own devices. 
They were terrorized. In the Deep South, a second slavery ruled. In the North, legislatures, mayors, 
civic associations, banks, and citizens all colluded to pin black people into ghettos, where they were 

“A heavy account lies against us as 
a civil society for oppressions 
committed against people who did 
not injure us, and that if the 
particular case of many 
individuals were fairly stated, it 
would appear that there was 
considerable due to them.” 
       John Woolman, Quaker, 1769 



Holy Conversations—Session Readings for Session Six—pg. 14  

overcrowded, overcharged, and undereducated. Businesses discriminated against them, awarding 
them the worst jobs and the worst wages. Police brutalized them in the streets. And the notion that 
black lives, black bodies, and black wealth were rightful targets remained deeply rooted in the 
broader society. Now we have half-stepped away from our long centuries of despoilment, promising, 
“Never again.” But still we are haunted. It is as though we have run up a credit-card bill and, having 
pledged to charge no more, remain befuddled that the balance does not disappear. The effects of that 
balance, interest accruing daily, are all around us. 

Broach the topic of reparations today and a barrage of questions inevitably follows: Who will be 
paid? How much will they be paid? Who will pay? But if the practicalities, not the justice, of 
reparations are the true sticking point, there has for some time been the beginnings of a solution. For 
the past 25 years, Congressman John Conyers Jr., who represents the Detroit area, has marked every 
session of Congress by introducing a bill calling for a congressional study of slavery and its lingering 
effects as well as recommendations for “appropriate remedies.” 

A country curious about how reparations might actually work has an easy solution in Conyers’s bill, 
now called HR 40, the Commission to Study Reparation Proposals for African Americans Act. We 
would support this bill, submit the question to study, and then assess the possible solutions. But we 
are not interested. 
 
One cannot escape the question by hand-waving at the past, disavowing the acts of one’s ancestors, 
nor by citing a recent date of ancestral immigration. The last slaveholder has been dead for a very 
long time. The last soldier to endure Valley Forge has been dead much longer. To proudly claim the 
veteran and disown the slaveholder is patriotism à la carte. A nation outlives its generations. We 
were not there when Washington crossed the Delaware, but Emanuel Gottlieb Leutze’s rendering has 
meaning to us. We were not there when Woodrow Wilson took us into World War I, but we are still 
paying out the pensions. If Thomas Jefferson’s genius matters, then so does his taking of Sally 
Hemings’s body. If George Washington crossing the Delaware matters, so must his ruthless pursuit 
of the runagate Oney Judge. 
 
There has always been another way. “It is in vain to alledge, that our ancestors brought them hither, 
and not we,” Yale President Timothy Dwight said in 1810.  Dwight continued: 

 
“The two great divisions of society are not the rich and poor, but white and black,” John C. Calhoun, 
South Carolina’s senior senator, declared on the Senate floor in 1848. “And all the former, the poor 
as well as the rich, belong to the upper class, and are respected and treated as equals.” 
 
In 1860, the majority of people living in South Carolina and Mississippi, almost half of those living 
in Georgia, and about one-third of all Southerners were on the wrong side of Calhoun’s line. The 
state with the largest number of enslaved Americans was Virginia, where in certain counties some 70 
percent of all people labored in chains. Nearly one-fourth of all white Southerners owned slaves, and 
upon their backs the economic basis of America—and much of the Atlantic world—was erected. In 
the seven cotton states, one-third of all white income was derived from slavery. By 1840, cotton 

“We inherit our ample patrimony with all its incumbrances; and are bound to pay the debts of our 
ancestors. This debt, particularly, we are bound to discharge: and, when the righteous Judge of the 
Universe comes to reckon with his servants, he will rigidly exact the payment at our hands. To 
give them liberty, and stop here, is to entail upon them a curse.” 
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produced by slave labor constituted 59 percent of the country’s exports. The web of this slave society 
extended north to the looms of New England, and across the Atlantic to Great Britain, where it 
powered a great economic transformation and altered the trajectory of world history. “Whoever says 
Industrial Revolution,” wrote the historian Eric J. Hobsbawm, “says cotton.” 
 
The wealth accorded America by slavery was not just in what the slaves pulled from the land but in 
the slaves themselves. “In 1860, slaves as an asset were worth more than all of America’s 
manufacturing, all of the railroads, all of the productive capacity of the United States put together,” 
the Yale historian David W. Blight has noted. “Slaves were the single largest, by far, financial asset 
of property in the entire American economy.” The sale of these slaves—“in whose bodies that money 
congealed,” writes Walter Johnson, a Harvard historian—generated even more ancillary wealth. 
Loans were taken out for purchase, to be repaid with interest. Insurance policies were drafted against 
the untimely death of a slave and the loss of potential profits. Slave sales were taxed and notarized. 
The vending of the black body and the sundering of the black family became an economy unto 
themselves, estimated to have brought in tens of millions of dollars to antebellum America. In 1860 
there were more millionaires per capita in the Mississippi Valley than anywhere else in the country. 
 
Beneath the cold numbers lay lives divided. “I had a constant dread that Mrs. Moore, her mistress, 
would be in want of money and sell my dear wife,” a freedman wrote, reflecting on his time in 
slavery. “We constantly dreaded a final separation. Our affection for each was very strong, and this 
made us always apprehensive of a cruel parting.” 
 
Forced partings were common in the antebellum South. A slave in some parts of the region stood a 
30 percent chance of being sold in his or her lifetime. Twenty-five percent of interstate trades 
destroyed a first marriage and half of them destroyed a nuclear family. 
 
When the wife and children of Henry Brown, a slave in Richmond, Virginia, were to be sold away, 
Brown searched for a white master who might buy his wife and children to keep the family together. 
He failed: 

Here we find the roots of American wealth and democracy—in the for-profit destruction of the most 
important asset available to any people, the family. The destruction was not incidental to America’s 
rise; it facilitated that rise. By erecting a slave society, America created the economic foundation for 
its great experiment in democracy. The labor strife that seeded Bacon’s rebellion was suppressed. 
America’s indispensable working class existed as property beyond the realm of politics, leaving 
white Americans free to trumpet their love of freedom and democratic values. Assessing antebellum 
democracy in Virginia, a visitor from England observed that the state’s natives “can profess an 

The next day, I stationed myself by the side of the road, along which the slaves, amounting to 
three hundred and fifty, were to pass. The purchaser of my wife was a Methodist minister, who 
was about starting for North Carolina. Pretty soon five waggon-loads of little children passed, and 
looking at the foremost one, what should I see but a little child, pointing its tiny hand towards 
me, exclaiming, “There’s my father; I knew he would come and bid me good-bye.” It was my eldest 
child! Soon the gang approached in which my wife was chained. I looked, and beheld her familiar 
face; but O, reader, that glance of agony! may God spare me ever again enduring the excruciating 
horror of that moment! She passed, and came near to where I stood. I seized hold of her hand, 
intending to bid her farewell; but words failed me; the gift of utterance had fled, and I remained 
speechless. I followed her for some distance, with her hand grasped in mine, as if to save her from 
her fate, but I could not speak, and I was obliged to turn away in silence. 
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unbounded love of liberty and of democracy in consequence of the mass of the people, who in other 
countries might become mobs, being there nearly altogether composed of their own Negro slaves.”  
 
The consequences of 250 years of slavery were profound. 
 

============================================= 
 
Something more than moral pressure calls America to reparations. We cannot escape our history. All 
of our solutions to the great problems of health care, education, housing, and economic inequality are 
troubled by what must go unspoken. “The reason black people are so far behind now is not because 
of now,” Clyde Ross told me. “It’s because of then.” In the early 2000s, Charles Ogletree went to 
Tulsa, Oklahoma, to meet with the survivors of the 1921 race riot that had devastated “Black Wall 
Street.” The past was not the past to them. “It was amazing seeing these black women and men who 
were crippled, blind, in wheelchairs,” Ogletree told me. “I had no idea who they were and why they 
wanted to see me. They said, ‘We want you to represent us in this lawsuit.’ ” 
 
A commission authorized by the Oklahoma legislature produced a report affirming that the riot, the 
knowledge of which had been suppressed for years, had happened. But the lawsuit ultimately failed, 
in 2004. Similar suits pushed against corporations such as Aetna (which insured slaves) and Lehman 
Brothers (whose co-founding partner owned them) also have thus far failed. These results are 
dispiriting, but the crime with which reparations activists charge the country implicates more than 
just a few towns or corporations. The crime indicts the American people themselves, at every level, 
and in nearly every configuration. A crime that implicates the entire American people deserves its 
hearing in the legislative body that represents them. 
 
John Conyers’s HR 40 is the vehicle for that hearing. No one can know what would come out of such 
a debate. Perhaps no number can fully capture the multi-century plunder of black people in America. 
Perhaps the number is so large that it can’t be imagined, let alone calculated and dispensed. But I 
believe that wrestling publicly with these questions matters as much as—if not more than—the 
specific answers that might be produced. An America that asks what it owes its most vulnerable 
citizens is improved and humane. An America that looks away is ignoring not just the sins of the past 
but the sins of the present and the certain sins of the future. More important than any single check cut 
to any African American, the payment of reparations would represent America’s maturation out of 
the childhood myth of its innocence into a wisdom worthy of its founders. 
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