Tue Cross
and

THE LYNCHING IREE

James H. Cone

( ]F'?HIC%BK'] OKS

Maryknoll, New York 10545



&

Sixth ]'|||'.'.|||_¢_ August 201

Founded in 1970, Orbis Books e de

wvors to publish worl .
nourish the spirit, and challenge the conscien e Il

Fathers and Brothers, Orbis seeks to ¢ xplore the globa e
taith and mission, to invite dialogue with diverse cultures and grous t . I. "
to serve the cause of reconciliation and peace. The books pul ! i € Vicws
of their authors and do not represent the official position of the M

To learn more about Maryknoll

I and Orbis Books i-|| L
maryknollsoc iety.org,

Copyright © 2011 by James H. C

one
Paperback edirion 2013

Published by Orbis Books, Box 302, Maryknoll, NY 10545-0302
All rights reserved,

Permissions to q

v b made
uote copyrighted works 4Ppear on p. xii. Every effort has been m
to clear permission for copyrighted materi:

al. We will gladly rectify any ove rsigh
a furure r-.‘pl'i.ming.
No part of this publication may be reproduced
nical,
ge or retrieval syste

any means, electronic of mecha
information storg
publisher.

b
or transmitted in any form or |
indudmg |1hutu¢up\-|n>-_. recording, or any
m, wnlmm prior Permission in w riting trom the
Queries regarding rights and Permissions should
Orbis Books, PO, Box 302

» Maryknoll, NY 105

be addrt”(d to:
45-0302,
Manufacrured in the

United States of America

Library of Congress Caralo \\

ging in Publication Data 2

Cone, James H.
The cross and the |1,'nrhing tree / James H, Cone,
P. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-1-57075-937-6 (cloth); ISBN 978-1 -6{1833-001-0(
ISBN 978-1-62698-005-1 (pbk)

1. African Americans— Religion. 2

ebmk):
. Jesus (“.I:risr—-—(‘.ruciﬁxiun.__

doctrines. 3. Lynching—United States

BR563.N4C648 2011

277.3'0808996073 —dc22

Histg,
History. I. Title. T ot

2011010639




To the memory of Black People

.« were lost on the Lynching I ree

ynose v




Ihey put him to death by hanging him on a tree.

The South is crucifying Christ again

By all the laws of ancient rote and rule .

Christ’s awful sin is that he’s dark of hue,

"The sin for which no blamelessness atones; .
And while he burns, good men, and, women too,
Shourt, 1‘.l[r1i|1g for his black and brittle bones.

-"Christ Recrucified” Countee Cullen, 1922

Southern trees bear strange fruit,
Blood on the leaves and blood ar the root,
Black body swinging in the Southern breeze,
Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees.
—"Strange Fruit,” Abel Meeropol
(a.k.a. Lewis Allen)

Perhaps nothing about the
in the United States is more surprising than how
quickly an understanding of the full horror of lynch-

ing has receded from the nation’s collective historical
r11e[11k‘ir}-'.

hi.\‘tnr}' of mob violence

—W. Fitzhugh Brundage,
Lynching in the New South
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[NTRODUCTION

What was it that made me conscious of possibilities?
From where in the Southern darkness had I caught a
sense of freedom? Why was it chat I was able to act
upon vaguely felt emotions? . .. It had been through
books . . . that I had managed to keep myself alive ...
[and that] had evoked in me vague glimpses of lifes
possibilities.

— Richard Wright'

Theme for Negro writers will emerge when they have
begun to feel the meaning of the history of the race
as though they in one lifetime had lived it themselves

throughout all of the long centuries,
—Richard Wright*

he cross and the lynching tree are separated by nearly 2,000

years. One is the universal symbol of Christian faith; the
other is the quintessential symbol of black oppression in Amer-
ica. Though both are symhnls of death, one represents a message
of hope and salvation, while the other signifies the negation of
that message by white supremacy: Despite the obvious similari-
ties between Jesus’ death on a cross and the death of thousands
of black men and women strung up to die on a lamppost or tree,
relatively few people, apart from black poets, novelists, and other
reality-seeing artists, have cxp]orcd the symbolic connections.
Yet, I believe this is a challenge we must face. What is at stake is
the credibility and promise of the Christian gospel and the hope

xiii
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. . - i 0
thar we may heal the wounds of racial violence that continue t
divide our churches and our society. t
: as ecret.
In its heyday, the i)'m‘hmg of black Americans was no sec
' saTae ws-
It was a public spectacle, often announced in advance in ne

: : renty thou-
Papers and over radios, attracting crowds of up ro twenty
sand people. An

) N - 0St
unspeakable crime, it is 2 me mory that m
white Americans

would prefer to forget. For African "\""'“ca:f
the memory of dishgured black bodies “swinging in the sout s
ern breeze” is 5o painful that they, too, try to L‘l‘l‘i‘_ these h"“'mrl_
buried deep down in their consciousness, until, like a dorman

: ’ T / :“'ld
volcano, they erupt uncontrollably, causing profound agony
pain. But as with the evils of

regation, blacks and whites
understand the true
to remember lynchj

chatrel slavery and Jim Crow seg-
and other Americans who want to
mcaning of the American experience TTCd
ng. To forger this atrocity leaves us wit ; a
fraudulent perspective of this society and of the meaning of the
Christian gospel for this nation,
ile the l)’nching tree is seldom discussed or d"'}‘ifm.i' Fhe
Cross is one of the most visible symbols of America’s Christian

5 to redeem humankind from sin. Taking our
ffered on the cross and gave “his life a ransom for
many” (Mk 10:45). We are “now Justified by [God’s) grace - s
gift, d'lTOUgh the redemption tha is in Christ Jesus, whom God

§ a sacrifice of atonement by his blood, cﬂemw:_
ti1rough faith” (Rom 3:24-25). The cross is the great symbol o
e Christian narrative of salvation,

Unfartunately, during the coupse of 2,000 years of Christian

history, this symbol of
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of discipleship,” it has become a form of ‘cheap grace,” an easy
way to salvation that doesn't force us to confront the power of
Christ's message and mission. Until we can see the cross and
the lynching tree together, until we can identify Christ with a
“recrucified” black body hanging from a lynching tree, there can
be no genuine understanding of Christian identity in America,
and no deliverance from the brutal legacy of slavery and white
su FI' remac )".

I was born in Arkansas, a lynching state. During my child-
hood, white supremacy ruled supreme. White people were vir-
tually free to do anything to blacks with impunity. The violent
crosses of the Ku Klux Klan were a familiar reality, and white
racists preached a dehumanizing segregated gospel in the name
of Jesus' cross every Sunday. And yet in rural black churches
I heard a different message, as preachers proclaimed the mes-
sage of the suffering Jesus and the salvation accomplished in
his death on the cross. I noticed how the passion and energy
of the preacher increased whenever he talked about the cross,
and the congregation responded with outbursts of “Amen” and
“Hallelujah” that equaled the intensity of the sermon oration.
People shouted, clapped their hands, and stomped their feet,
as if a powerful, living reality of God’s Spirit had transformed
them from nobodies in white society to somebodies in the black
church. This black religious experience, with all its tragedy and
hope, was the reality in which I was born and raised. Its para-
doxes and incongruities have shaped everything I have said and
done. If T have anything to say to the Christian community in
America and around the world, it is rooted in the tragic and
hopeful reality that sustains and empowers black people to resist
the forces thar seem designed to destroy every ounce of dignity
in their souls and bodies.

This work is a continuation and culmination of all my previ-
ous books, each of them, in different ways, motivated by a cen-
tral question: how to reconcile the gospel message of liberation
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with the realiry ofl'!l.lck npprrssion- Bur in many \\;Eys :l:]lf'bg:;l:
is particularly personal. Its subject brings me bac '“1] u:’emo'
memories of hearing the gospel, as well as back to l"l“"-‘ P
ries of terror and violence that were part of the rt'.lilt} T’mirher
ing up in the Jim Crow South. As a child. I w.mh-._; -m-Lm o
and father deal with segregation and the threars of }‘Hfh ! sgrhf]r
was deeply affected by their examples, and by che sacrific
made to keep their children safe. . i vision o
Through the black religious experience I_c.mg N{lf_ i
possibility, entered the Christian ministry in the / rl||L ---minar}'.
odist Episcopal Church, made my way to mllvgg .aln‘.; I.slt i
and received a Ph.D. in theology at Garrett Biblica g I:Iorth'
(now Garrcrt-Evangelical Theological Seminary) ;u; e
western Universit}r in 1965, My journey was long alf'lt_i 1-"d' dfor
was determined to be more than what America had e e
me. Just as books kept Richard Wright alive and gave hn‘u | V-'li‘;[
glimpses of lifes possibilities,” the black church and r_ln ;.1 t:ian’
texts kept me wrestling with life and faith, trying co find n =
ing in a society and an intellectual discourse that .d“{, né’f ey
ackuowledge that I existed. How could | find meaning in a w
thar i

griored black people? I decided that I had to say something
out that contradiction,

My firse theological cry burst forth with the pllbh’f:‘"_‘mt}?j
Black ']'bco!ugy and Black Power in 1969. I found my onten has
social, political, religious, and culeural context of the civil rig d
and black power movements in the 1960s. The Nc\.vark :;,n
Detroit rioes in July 1967 and the assassination of Martin Luther
King Jrin April 1968 were the events that shook me out of m};
eological complacency, forcing me to realize the bankruptcy o

any theﬁlogy in America

that did not engage the religious mean-
ing of the African Amer;

€an struggle for justice. What I studied
n graduate SCho,oI ignomd wh

Againse it, a5 if they had
and the discipline of th

ite supremacy and black resistanci
nothing to do with the Christian gospe
eology. Silence on both white supremacy
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and the black struggle against racial segregation made me angry
with a fiery rage that had to find expression. How could any
theologian explain the meaning of Christian identity in America
and fail to engage white supremacy, its primary negation?

I concluded that it was my responsibility to address the great
contradiction white supremacy poses for Christianity in Amer-
ica. Published three months before I arrived at Union Theologi-
cal Seminary in New York, Black Theology and Black Power was
followed by A Black Theology of Liberation (1970), The Spirituals
and the Blues (1972), and God of the Oppressed (1975). In my next
work, Martin & Malcolm & America: A Dream or a Nightmare
(1991), I returned explicitly to the two figures whose influence
had combined implicitly to shape the theme and style of black
liberation theology. Most people rejected one and embraced the
other—seeing Martin and Malcolm as rivals, nemeses, repre-
senting oppositional categories of Christian and black, integra-
tion and separation, nonviolence and violence, love and hate. I
embraced them both because I saw them advocating different
methods that corrected and complemented each other, as they
worked for the same goal—the liberation of black people from
white supremacy. Just as I could not separate Martin from Mal-
colm, neither could I separate my Christian identity from my
blackness. T was black before I was Christian. My initial chal-
lenge was to develop a liberation theology that could be both
black and Christian—ar the same time and in one voice. That
was not easy because even in the black community the public
meaning of Christianity was white. Martin King and Malcolm X
gave me intellectual resources and the spiritual courage to atrack
white supremacy.

In earlier reflections on the Christian faith and white suprem-
acy, I had focused on the social evils of slavery and segregation.
How could whites confess and live the Christian faith and also
impose three-and-a-half centuries of slavery and segregation
upon black people? Self-interest and power corrupted their

|
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understanding of the Christian gospel. How could powerless
blacks endure and resist the brutality of white supremacy in
nearly every aspect of their lives and still keep their sanity? I
concluded that an immanent presence of a transcendent revela-
tion, confirming for blacks that they were more than what whites
said about them, gave them an inner spiritual strength to cope
with anything that came their way. | wrote because words were
my weapons to resist, to affirm black humanity, and to defend it.
And yet through all this time I avoided dealing directly with
the reality of lynching. As a southern black, the subject brought
back such painful feelings. But finally I had no choice. The sulb'
Ject chose me. This symbol of white supremacy was like a wild
beast that had seized me by the neck, trying to kill me, and I had
to fight it before I could fully live. Reading and writing about the
lynching nightmare, looking at many images of tortured black
bodies, has been my deepest challenge and the most painful
experience I have had as a theologian. At times it was almost too
heavy for me to bear. The more I read about and looked ar what
whites did to powerless blacks, the angrier | became. Paradoxi-
cally, anger soon gave way to a profound feeling of liberation.
Being able to write about lynching liberated me from being con-
fined by it. The cross helped me to deal with the brutal legacy of
the l}'nching tree, and the lynching tree helped me to understand
€ tragic meaning of the cross,
In writing this book, my primary concern is to give voice t0
victims, to let them and their families and communities
- eak to us, exploring the question: how did ordinary blacks,
like my mother and father, survive the lynching atrocity and still
= together their families, their communities, and not lose
€ir sanity? How could they live meaningful lives, knowing
that they could be lynched for any small violation of what Rich-
o “.?righ[ called“the ethics of living Jim Crow”2* I wrestle with
Juestions about black dignity in a world of white supremacy

b p :
€cause I believe that the culeural and religious resources in the




INTRODUCTION xix

black experience could help all Americans cope with the legacy
of white supremacy and also deal more effectively with what is
called “the war on terror.” If white Americans could look at the
terror they inflicted on their own black population—slavery,
segregation, and lynching—then they might be able to under-
stand what is coming at them from others. Black people know
something about terror because we have been dealing with legal
and extralegal white terror for several centuries. Nothing was
more terrifying than the lynching tree.

I do not write this book as the last word about the cross and
the lynching tree. I write it in order to start a conversation so we
can explore the many ways to heal the deep wounds lynching has
inflicted upon us. The cross can heal and hurt; it can be empow-
ering and liberating but also enslaving and oppressive. There is
no one way in which the cross can be interpreted. I offer my
reflections because I believe that the cross placed alongside the
lynching tree can help us to see Jesus in America in a new light,
and thereby empower people who claim to follow him to take a
stand against white supremacy and every kind of injustice.






“Nosopy Knows pE TrouBLE | SEg”

The Cross and the Lynching Tree
in the Black Experience

They put him to death by hanging him on a tree.
—Acts 10:39

Hundreds of kodaks clicked all morning at the scene
of the lynching. People in automobiles and carriages
came from miles around to view the corpse dangling
from the end of a rope. . . . Picture cards photogra-
phers installed a portable printing plant at the bridge
and reaped a harvest in selling the postcard showing a
photograph of the lynched Negro. Women and chil-
dren were there by the score. At a number of country
schools the day’s routine was delayed until boy and girl
pupils could get back from viewing the lynched man.
—The Crisis 10, no. 2, June 1915,
on the lynching of Thomas Brooks
in Fayette County, Tennessee

he paradox of a crucified savior lies at the heart of the Chris-
tian story. That paradox was particularly evident in the first
century when crucifixion was recognized as the particular form
of execution reserved by the Roman Empire for insurrectionists
and rebels. It was a public spectacle accompanied by torture and
shame—one of the most humiliating and painful deaths ever

R l




2 THE CROSS AND THE LYNCHING TREE

devised by human beings. That Jesus died this way required spe-
cial explanation. It made no rational or even spiritual sense to
say that hope came ourt of “a place called Golgotha ... a place of
the skull” For the Jews of Jesus' time the punishment of crucifix-
ion held special opprobrium, given their belief that “anyone hung
on a tree is under God's curse” (Deut 21:23). Thus, St. Paul said
that the "word of the cross is foolishness” to the intellect and a
stumbling block to established religion. The cross is a paradoxi-
cal religious symbol because it inverts the world’s value system
with the news that hope comes by way of defeat, that suffering
and death do not have the last word, that the last shall be first
and the first last,

That God could “make a way out of no way” in Jesus’ cross
was truly absurd to the intellect, yet profoundly real in the souls
of black folk. Enslaved blacks who first heard the gospel mes-
sage seized on the power of the cross. Christ crucified mani-

fe

ested God's loving and liberating presence in the contradictions
of black life—char transcendent presence in the lives of black
Christians that empowered them to believe that ultimately, in
God's eschatological furure, they would not be defeated by the
“troubles of this world” no matter how great and painful their
suffering, Believing this paradox, this absurd claim of faith,
was only possible through God's “amazing grace” and the gift of
faith, grounded in humility and repentance. There was no place
for the proud and the mighty, for people who think thar God
called them to ryle over others. The cross was God's critique of

Power—white power—with powerless love, snatching victory
out of defear,

The sufferings of black People during slavery are too deep for

words, Thar sufﬁ:ring did not end with emancipation. The vio-
supremacy took different forms
s to achieve the same end: the
black pPeople. And Christian theology, for Afri-
maintained the same great challenge: ro explain

lence and OPpression of white
and employed different mean
subjugation of
can Americans,
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from the perspective of history and faith how life could be made
meaningful in the face of death, how hope could remain alive in
the world of Jim Crow segregation. These were the challenges
that shaped black religious life in the United States.

At no time was the struggle to keep such hope alive more dif-
ficult than during the lynching era (1880-1940). The lynching
tree is the most potent symbol of the trouble nobody knows
that blacks have seen but do not talk about because the pain of
remembering—visions of black bodies dangling from southern
trees, surrounded by jeering white mobs—is almost too excru-
ciating to recall.

In that era, the lynching tree joined the cross as the most
emotionally charged symbols in the African American commu-
nity—symbols that represented both death and the promise of
redemption, judgment and the offer of mercy, suffering and the
power of hope. Both the cross and the lynching tree represented
the worst in human beings and at the same time “an unquench-
able ontological thiest™ for life that refuses to let the worst deter-
mine our final meaning.

Lynching has a complicated and dynamic meaning in Ameri-
can history. Since the publication of Jacquelyn Dowd Hall’s
Revolt against Chivalry (1979), many historians have been inves-
tigating lynching, and have even discovered most of the names
of the nearly five thousand African American victims.* Initially,
1Y“i:hing was not directed primarily against blacks nor did it
always mean death to the victim. Mexicans, Indians, Chinese,
and whites were lynched—a term that could apply to whipping,
shooting, stabbing, as well as hanging. Lynching was an extra-
legal punishment sanctioned by the community. Many scholars
date its origin in Virginia during the Revolutionary War when
Charles Lynch or William Lynch (both were called the origi-
f“l “Judge Lynch”), with the support of the community, pun-
ished Tory sympathizers. As communities moved westward
out of reach of the courts, Judge Lynch was invoked to punish
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|
| rustlers, robbers, wife abusers, and others who committed what ‘
! a community perceived as outrageous deeds. Lynching was not
regarded as an evil thing but a necessity—the only way a com-
munity could protect itself from bad people out of reach of the
" law.' Many western movies show a romanticized view of lynch-

ing as hanging rustlers or bank robbers and murderers.

During nearly two-and-half centuries of slavery, blacks were
considered valuable property. Their owners usually protected
their investment as they would their cows, horses, and other
articles of valye. Slaveholders whipped and raped slaves, violat-
ing them in any way they thought necessary, but they did not
lynch them, except in the case of those who threatened the slave
System itself, such as Gabriel Prosser, Denmark Vesey, Nat
Turner, and other insurrectionists.

The lynching of black America marked an important turn-
ing point in the history and meaning of lynching, as the racial
component of Iynching changed its meaning for both whites and
blacks. L}mching as primarily mob violence and torture directed
against blacks began to increase after the Civil War and the end
of slavery, when the 1867 Congress passed the Reconstruction
Act granting black men the franchise and citizenship rights of
participation in the affajrs of government. Most southern whites
were furious at the very idea Ofgranting ex-slaves social, political,
and economic freedom, The Ku Klux Klan, initially organized as
asocial club in Pulaski, Tennessee (1866), soon transformed itself
INto a vigilante group whose Primary purpose was to redeem the
South and thereby ensure thar America remained a white man’s
country. Many felt thae j¢ Was one thing to lose the war to the
::0:::1 l::f qlﬁtif another to allow ignorant, uncivilized "niggf_f?"

er whites or even participate with them in the politi-
Upremacists felt insulted by the suggestion

cal process, White s

tha.t Whites a,nd blacks migllt wofk mgeti.’er as equals. Whel'h'er

lleges, and universities, or in the political and
ation,

in the churches, co

social life of the 1, southern whites, who were not going to
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| allow their ex-slaves to associate with them as equals, felt chat if

lynching were the only way to keep ex-slaves subservient, then it

. was necessary.

i During the Reconstruction era, the South was divided into
military districts, which provided blacks some protection from
mob violence, so that the Klan had to do its violent work against

| blacks and their white northern sympathizers in secret, at night,

! wearing hoods to hide its members’ identity. When KKK mem-

bers were tried in courts, they could usually count on their

neighbors and friends to find them “not guilty,” since all-white

male juries almost never found white men guilty of lynching a

black man.

The white South's perspective on the Reconstruction was told
in Thomas Dixon’s enormously popular novel The Leopard's Spots
(1902), which sold over one million copies. It was followed by The
Clansman (1905). Both novels portrayed the Klan as redeemers
of the South. D. W. Griffith transformed Dixon’s novels into that
cinematic masterpiece of racist propaganda The Birth of a Nation
(1915), first seen at the White House and praised enthusiastically
by President Woodrow Wilson. Whites, especially in the South,
loved Birth and regarded seeing it as a “religious experience.” It
‘rendered lynching an efficient and honorable act of justice” and
served to help reunite the North and South as a white Christian
nation, at the expense of African Americans. After seeing Birth,
one white man in Kentucky left the theater so excited that he
shot and killed a fifteen-year-old African American high school
student. By 1930, according to one report, 9o percent of white
southerners had seen Birth.*

Following Reconstruction and the removal of federal troops
from the South (1877), the black dream of freedom turned into
a nightmare “worse than slavery,”® initiating what black histo-
tian Rayford Logan called the “nadir™ in black history and what
Journalist Douglas A. Blackmon appropriately called ‘slavery by
another name”” Assured of no federal interference, southern
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whites were now free to take back the South, to redeem it from
what they called “Negro domination,’ through mob violence—
excluding blacks from politics, arresting them for vagrancy, forc-
ing them to work as sharecroppers who never got our of debr,
and creating a rigid segregated society in which being black wasa
badge of shame with no meaningful future. A black person could
be lynched for any perceived insult to whites. A white from FElor-
ida rold a northern critic, “The people of the South don't think
any more of killing the black fellows than you would think of
killing a flea... ” A black Mississippian recalled lynching with
these words: “Back in them days, to kill a Negro wasn't nothing.
It was like killing a chicken or killing a snake. The whites would
say,'Niggers jest supposed to die, ain't no damn good anyway—
$0 jest go an’kill em.”* A firm advocate of white supremacy and
even lynching in cases of rape, Bishop Atticus G. Haygood of
the Methodist Church complained in 1893 that “Now-a-days, it
seems the killing of Negroes is not so extraordi nary an occur-
"ence as to need explanation; it has become s0 common that it
no longer surprises, We read such things as we read of fires that
burn a cabin or a town." “Their blackness alone,” writes historian
Joel Williamson in his influential text The Crucible of Race, “was
license enough to line them up against walls, to menace them
with guns, to search them roughly, beat them, and rob them of
every vestige of digniry."e

Although white southerners lost the Civil War, they did not
lose the cultural Wwar—the struggle to define America as a white
nation and blacks as 5 subordinate race unfit for governing and
Fherefore incapable of political and social equality. In the white
!magination, the image of blld( men was rransformed from doc-
ile s}aves and harmless “Sambos” o menacing “black beast rap-
15ts,” the most serious threat to the virtue of white women and
the sanctity of the white home. The image of black women was
changed from nurturing “Negro mammies” to salacious Jezebels,

nearly as corrupting to white civilization as black men.
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The claim that whites had the right to control the black popu-
lation through lynching and other extralegal forms of mob vio-
lence was grounded in the religious belief that Americais a white
nation called by God to bear witness to the superiority of “white
over black™ Even prominent religious scholars in the North,
like the highly regarded Swiss-born church historian Philip
Schaff of Union Theological Seminary in New York (1870-
1893), believed that “The Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-American, of
all modern races, possess the strongest national character and
the one best fitred for universal dominion.” Such beliefs made
lynching defensible and even necessary for many whites. Cole
Blease, the two-time governor and U.S. senator from South
Carolina, proclaimed that lynching is a “divine right of the Cau-
casian race ro dispose of the offending blackamoor without the
benefit of jury Lynching was the white community’s way of
forcibly reminding blacks of their inferiority and powerlessness.
To be black meant that whites could do anything to you and your
people, and that neither you nor anyone else could do anything
about it. The Supreme Court Chief Justice Roger B. Taney had
said clearly in the Dred Scott Decision (1857): “[blacks] had no
rights which the white man was bound to respect.”* For many
whites, whether in the North or the South, that conviction was
unaffecred by the end of slavery.

But now, withour slavery to control blacks, new means had to
be devised, and even a new rationale for control. This was sup-
plied by black men’s imagined insatiable lust for white women.
Because of their threat to white womanhood, black men must
be carefully watched and violently kept in their place, segre-
gated and subordinated. Sexual intercourse between black men
and white women was regarded as the worst crime blacks could
fommit against Anglo-Saxon civilization. Even when sexual
relations were consensual,“race-mixing,” mockingly called“mon-
grelization,” was a]ways translated to mean rape, and it was used
3s the primary justification of lynching. It was the moral and

L_
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Christian responsibility of white men to protect the purity of
their race by any means necessary. During the late nin‘crcenrh
and early twentieth centuries, it would have been difhcule to
find white persons who would openly object to the right of white
‘e to protect white women from sexual union with hlac_k men
by means of lynching, William Van Amberg Sullivan, a Eurrr.mr
U.S. senator from Mississippi, boasted, “I led the mob which
lynched Nelse Patton, and 1 am proud of it. I directed every
movement of the mob and I did everything I could to see t}.lat
he was lynched” Even presidents refused to oppose lynching
publicly, and some even supported it. As Theodore Roosevelt
said, “the greatest existing cause of lynching is the perpetra-
tion, especially by black men, of the hideous crime of rape—the
most abominable in all the category of crimes, even worse than
murder.” On the other hand, black men’s assertion of their right
to protect their daughters, sisters, wives, mothers, and other
women from unwelcome advances from white men could bring
down the full weight of Judge Lynch.

Threats of l]mching were often more effective than the act
itself. In his autobiography, Born to Rebel, Benjamin E. Mays, the
great president of Morehouse College in Atlanta and reacher of
Martin Luther King Jr., recalled the occasion when a white mob
confronted him and his father when he was just a child.

A crowd of white men | - »rode up on horseback with rifles
on their shoulders, | was with my facher when they rode
up; and I remember searei
drew their gung and made him salute, made him take off his
hat and bow down to them several times. Then they rode
away. I was five years old, but I've never forgotten them.”

While white mob violence
obsession in the South

against African Americans was an
it was not limited to that region. White

supremacy was and is ap American reality. Whites lynched
blacks in nearly every seage, including New York, Minnesota, '
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and California. Wherever blacks were present in significant
numbers, the threat of being lynched was always real. Blacks had
to “watch their step,” no matter where they were in America. A
black man could be walking down the road, minding his busi-
ness, and his life could suddenly change by meeting a white man
or a group of white men or boys who on a whim decided to have
some fun with a Negro; and this could happen in Mississippi or
New York, Arkansas, or Illinois.

By the 1890s, lynching fever gripped the South, spreading
like cholera, as white communities made blacks their primary
target, and torture their focus. Burning the black victim slowly
for hours was the chief method of torture. Lynching became a
white media spectacle, in which prominent newspapers, like the
Atlanta Constitution, announced to the public the place, date,
and time of the expected hanging and burning of black victims.
Often as many as ten ro twenty thousand men, women, and
children attended the event. It was a family affair, a ritual cel-
ebration of white supremacy, where women and children were
often given the first opportunity to torture black victims—
burning black flesh and cutting off genitals, fingers, toes, and
ears as souvenirs. Postcards were made from the photographs
taken of black victims with white lynchers and onlookers smil-
ing as they struck a pose for the camera. They were sold for ten
to twenty-five cents to members of the crowd, who then mailed
them to relatives and friends, often with a note saying some-
thing like this: “This is the barbeque we had last night."”

Spectacle lynchings attracted people from nearby cities and
towns. They could not have happened withour widespread
knawledgc and the explicit sanction of local and state authorities
and with tacit approval from the federal government, members
of the white media, churches, and universities. Lynching became
S0 prevalent that the Boston branch of the Colored National

gue sent a letter to President William McKinley demanding
action,

h_;



‘

10 THE CROSS AND THE LYNCHING TREE

We have suffered, sir . . . since your accession to office . ..
from the hate and violence of people claiming to be civi-
lized, but who are not civilized, and you have seen our suf-
fcrings. vo o Yet you have at no time and on no occasion
opened your lips on our behalf, . . . Is there no help in the
federal arm for us, or even one word of audible pity, pro-
test, and remonstrance? Black indeed we are, sir, but we are
also men and citizens.*

Like others in his office, McKinley refused to condemn lynch-
ing publicly, even after the infamous Wilmington, North Caro-
lina, race riot of 1898, during which eleven blacks were killed and
thousands were driven from the city in order to prevent them

M participating in politics,”

When the anti-lynching Dyer Bill was passed in the House
of Representarives, January 26, 1922, many blacks hoped d?“
President Warren G, Harding, a Republican, the party of Lin-
coln, would urge the Senate to do the same. Ara Lee Settle of
Armstrong Technical High School, Washington, DC, wrote to
him (June 18, 1922), calling his attention to the importance of an

anti-lynching law for the black community. “Mr. President,” she
wrote,

imagine yourself abour to be lynched for something of
which you know nothing about. Men seize you from some
Place of refuge, carry you to the heart of town, place a rope
around you and burn you, while men, women and children
are jeering you amidse al] your pain and agony:. It is enough

to make one ashamed not to yse his full influence against
this horrible crime.*

was unmoved by black suffer-
ing. No one in America could claim thae they did not know that
:whi:es were lynching blacks, nor could legal authorities claim
ade no effort to hide their identity
ry M. Turner of the A.M.E. Church

'gnorance, since lynchers m
or their deeds, Bishop Hen
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mocked the enphemism, At the hands of persons unknown,” the
typical designation for lynchers that often appeared in newspa-
per accounts after the fact:

Strange . . . that the men who constitute these [mobs] can
never be identified by . .. governors or the law officers, but
the newspapers know all about them—-can advance whart
they are going to do, how and when it was done, how the
rope broke, how many balls entered the Negro's body, how
loud he prayed, how piteously he begged, what he said, how
long he was left hanging, how many composed the mob,
the number that were masked, whether they were promi-
nent citizens or not, how the fire was built that burnt the
raper, how the Negro was tied, how he was thrown into the
fire, and the whole transaction; bu still the fiendish work
was done by a set of “‘unknown men."

Unlike Bishop Turner, however, few blacks in the South could
fight back with pen or gun and survive. “You couldn’t do noth-
ing about those things,” Mississippi bluesman Willie Dixon said,
as he reflected back on the lynching era in his autobiography.
“The black man had to be a complete coward.” Yet cowardice
is not the right word to describe the black response to lynching
and white mob violence; even Willie Dixon had the courage to
leave Mississippi for Chicago, where he joined other bluesmen
and women, like Muddy Waters, Howlin Wolf, and Etta James,
together creating a musical response to lynching that told the
world about the cultural power of blacks to preserve and protect
their humanity,

Blacks knew that violent self-defense was tantamount to
suicide; even affirming blackness in a world defined by white
Power took great courage. Whites acted in a superior manner
for so long that it was difficult for them to even recognize their
cultural and spiritual arrogance, blatant as it was to African

mericans. Their law was not designed to protect blacks from
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lynching, especially when blacks acted as if rhc.y.wf-‘lrf hsoc:iﬂ:t'
equal to whites. Should a black in the South lift hlS. an :
raise his voice to reprimand a white person, he wmlld.mcur t lc
full weight of the law and the mob. Even to look at “’[“T PeEPde
in a manner regarded as disrespectful could get a black Yl:lf e :
i Whites often lynched blacks simply to remind the blac CO:‘
[ | munity of their powerlessness, Unemployed !.1].1cks Pm:jlg
through an area with no white man to vouch for .rh-.-‘m cgom
easily find themselves on 4 prison chain gang or S'f‘i"‘b’imgs i
a lynching tree. There were many “sundown rufvns int ]-c[ othe
and the North—some with signs warning."N:gscr, don't e;.‘:h
sun set on your head,”™ and others with no signs but whi
could be fata] to blacks who happened to be passing rhf“‘{gh‘ ,
How did southern rural blacks survive the terrors of this era:
Self-defense and protest were out of the question, but there wﬂ‘;
I | other forms of resistance. For most blacks it was the blues.ﬂ]l{c
religion that offered the chief weapons of resistance. At ttl'-',l‘;“l
joints on Friday and Saturday nights and at churches on bunam}‘r
mornings and evening week nights blacks affirmed their hu[f_“.on
ity and fought back against dehumanization. Both black re lg]ﬁfe
and the blues offered sources of hope that there was more to
than what one encountered daily in the white man’s world. Al
J_ At the Sarurday night juke joint, bluesmen like Robert J:k l}n
son, often called the most influential bluesman, spoke back i

hance, refusing to be defined by death’s brutal realicy—the
| constant threat of the lynching tree.

| I'got to keep movinnnn; I got to keep movinnnn;
Blues fallin' like haj]

’ And the day keeps on worryin' me,

‘ ere’s a hellhound on my trail,*

I Blues singers lifted African Americans above their troubles by
, ge

ring them an oppor
Iiberating catharsis,

" " as a
o tunity to experience “love and loss” as
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Blues grabbed me at midnight and didn't turn me
loose 'til day

Blues grabbed me at midnight, didn’t turn me loose
il day,

[ didn't have no mama to drive these blues away.*

Blacks found hope in the music itself—a collective self-transcen-
dent meaning in the singing, dancing, loving, and laughing. They
found hope in the stoic determination not to be defeated by the
pain and suffering in their lives. James Baldwin called this hope
an "ironic tenacity”! “I've got the blues and I'm too damn mean
to cry”“The blues,” as Ralph Ellison put it, “is an impulse to keep
the painful derails and episodes of a brutal experience alive in
one’s aching consciousness, to finger its jagged grain, and to tran-
scend it, not by the consolation of philosophy but by squeezing
fromita near-tragic, near-comic lyricism."*

Good morning, blues.
Blues how do you do?
Blues say,“I feel all right but I come to worry you."

On the one hand, African Americans spoke of how they
‘cried and moaned, about “feel[ing] like nothin, somethin’
thowed away.” Yet, in the next line they balanced despair with
hope:“Then I get my guitar and play the blues all day” As long as
African Americans could sing and play the blues, they had some
hope that one day their humanity would be acknowledged.

Iremember blacks in Arkansas trying to cope with despair—
bad crops, terrible winter, and troublesome white folks—yet
they still believed they could make it through the “storm of life”
and not be defeated in this “mean old world.”“Hard times” were
f"-aj and concrete, an everyday struggle to survive with dignity
1 asociety that did not recognize their humanity. The dialectic
of sorrow and joy, despair and hope was central in the black

CXperience,




4 THE CROSS AND THE LYNCHING TREE

My burden’s so heavy, I can't hardly see,
Seems like everybody down on me.

Despair was real: but it was not ultimare, not the last word. In
the closing line, the bluesman reached for hope:

An’ thar’s all right, I don't worry, oh, there will be a
better day.

The sun’s gonna shine on my back door some day.

In the black experience, there was what novelist Richard
Werighe called the ‘endemic capacity to live.”

Goin'down to de railroad rrack,
Lay ma head on de track.
Goin'down to de railroad rrack,
Lay ma head on de track—

: - . an
Despair seems to close down the future. But the bluesm
stubbornly clings to hope.

But if I see de train a-comin’
I'm gonna jerk it back!

This dialectic of despair and hope defined black existence.

Pocket book was empty,
My heart was full of pain.

Yet African Americans
anguish h

pe al
did not let economic distress and ment
ave the final say on their existence.

When you lose your money,
don't lose your mind.,

Tobe able to speak back to the tragedy of lynching in the blues

X P e
song was partly to overcome its terror. But the singing of th
blues was also a wa

to assert loudly and exuber
and turning

their sweaty bo

y for ordinary working class and poor b_laf-ks
antly their somebodiness, ewisting
dies to the “low down dirty blues.
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“You've never heard a mule sing, have you?” intoned a bluesman,
asserting his humanity.

Hope in black possibility, in the dream of a new world, had
to be carved out of wretched conditions, out of a world where
the possibility of violent death was always imminent. African
Americans knew what it meant to “make the best of a bad situa-
tion’—to live “under a kind of sentence of death,”not know[ing]
when [their| time will come, it may never come, but it may also
be any time." “Theyd lynch you in a minute,"” said Skip James.
Charlie Patton of Sunflower, Mississippi, agreed and sang about
what he saw:

Everyday seems like murder here,
Everyday seems like murder here.
I'm gonna leave tomorrow,

[ know you don't want me here.

In his study of Richard Wright, Abdul JanMohamed speaks
about black subjectivity as “the death-bound-subject”—"the
subject who is formed, from infancy on, by the imminent and
ubiquitous threat of death.”* African Americans did not have to
see black bodies swingi ng on southern trees or personally expe-
rience mob violence to know that they daily risked death.”T had
never in my life been abused by whites,” wrote Richard Wright
in Black Boy, as he reflected back on his boyhood in Mississippi,

but I had already become as conditioned to their existence as
though I had been the victim of a thousand lynchings.™"

The lynching tree was the most horrifying symbol of white
Supremacy in black life. It was a shameful and painful way to
die. The fear of lynching was so deep and widespread that most
blacks were too scared even to talk publicly about it. When they
heard of a person being lynched in their vicinity, they often ran
home, pulled down shades, and turned out lights—hoping the

tetror moment would pass without taking the lives of their rela-
tves and friends,
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Despite such terror, however, blacks did not let lynching com-
pletely squeeze the joy out of their lives. There was always a lot
of excitement and joy at the juke joints, a people swinging with
sexual passion on Friday and Saturday nights because then they
could express themselves fully, let themselves go with no thought
of tomorrow and the white man’s dehumanizing disregard of
their humanity. They could have fun, get angry, talk dirty and
loud to and abour each other, and sometimes even get violent—
knowing thar the limics of proper behavior were what they set
among themselves. At the juke, blacks could even talk back to
“The Man” (in black idiom a pejorative term—rthe white man),
telling him in his absence whar they could not say to his face.

"y
Alabama bluesman Cow Cow Davenport sang about the “Jim
Crow Blues";

I'm tired of being Jim Crowed,
Gonna leave this Jim Crow town.

Blind Lemon Jefferson moaned the “Hangman’s Blues,’ one ofa
€W songs that confronted dircctly the reality and fear of lynch-
ing.
Mean ole han
Lord, I'm so

gman is waitin'to tighten up thar noose,
scared I'm trembling in my shoes."

Blacks enjoyed Friday and Saturday nights so much that they
nearly forgor, at least for afew hours, whatever humiliations they
endured during the week, As a child growing up in Bearden,
Arkansas, during the 1940s and s50s, | remember hearing the
blues erupt from the juke joincs, especially ar “Sam's Place.” It
sounded so good thar one had to move to the sound of B. B.
Kings “Rock Me Baby,” accompanied by “Lucille” (his guitar).
But {will never forget the voice of Bo Diddley declaring“I'm A
Man. —"M-A-N; spelling it our for emphasis, referring overtly
to his sexyal Prowess and covertly speaking back to the denial
of his masculinity and humanity in white society. Bluesman Big
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Bill Broonzy was bolder and more explicit, asking,"When Will I
Get to Be Called a Man?”

When [ was born in this world, this is what happened
to me:

[ was never called a man and now I'm hfty-three. ..

[ wonder when I will be called a man.

Or do I have to wait till I get ninety-three?”

When an adule black male is treated like a child in a patriarchal
society—with whites calling him “boy,” “uncle,” and “nigger”—
proclaiming oneself a “man” is a bold and necessary affirmation
of black resistance. (It was analogous to the Memphis garbage
workers carrying large signs saying “I'M A MAN" in defiance
of white city government during Martin Luther King Jr's last
march in 1968.) But it was risky for blacks to assert their human-
ity overtly during those times; it often had to be camouflaged in
blues songs about sexuality at the juke joint.

Although my mother never let her sons go to the juke, one
did not have ro go there to know what a good time black folks
had. The drinking was heavy, people were laughing, and the
fnusic was 50 loud that one could hear it miles away. The people
Jumped at the juke like there was no tomorrow, “letting it all
Elang out.” Thar was why one Negro joked with a white man that

he' would never want to be white if he could just once be a‘nig-
ger on Saturday night.’

To be able to laugh, to say what's on one’s mind, expressing
feelings of disgust and rage, was liberating for blacks, who usu-
ally remained silent, hat in hand and head bowed in the presence
:’f whites. As Albert Murray put it, the blues was nothing but
a disposition to confront the most unpromising circumstances
and make the most of what lictle there is to go on, regardless
of r}_“’ odds."** The blues expressed a feeling, an existential affir-
Mation of joy in the midst of extreme suffering, especially the
ever-present threar of death by lynching. B. B. King, who saw a
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lynching as a child in Mississippi, gave a powerful interview on
the meaning of the blues:

If you live under that system for so long, then it don't
bother you openly, but mentally, way back in your mind it

ugs you.... Later on you sometime will think about this
and you wonder why, so that's where your blues come in,
you really bluesy then, y'see, because you hurt deep down,
believe me, I've lived through it, I know. I'm still trying to
say what the blues means to me. So [ sing abour it.*

If the blues offered an affirmation of humanity, religion
offered a way for black people to find hope. "Our churches are
where we dip our tired bodies in cool springs of hope,” wrote
Richard Wright in Tivelve Million Voices, “where we retain our
wholeness and humanity despite the blows of death. ...* On
S““dﬂ‘f morning at church, black Christians spoke back in song,
sermon, and prayer against the “faceless, merciless, apocalyptic
vengefulness of the massed white mob,”” to show thar trouble
and sorrow would not determine our final meaning. African
Americans embraced the story of Jesus, the crucified Christ,
whose death they claimed paradoxically gave them life, just as
God resurrected him in the life of the carliest Christian commu-
nity. While the IY“Chiﬂg tree symbolized white power and “black
death,” the crogg symbolized divine power and “black life"—God
Overcoming the power of sin and death.

“It is only when we are within the walls of our churches that
w? €an Wholly be ourselves,” Wright correctly said, “thar we keep
alive a sense of our personalities in relation to the toral world in
which we live, that we maintain a quiet and constant communion
wid:; all chat is deepest in us™ A church black people sang °f_
having “been i the storm so long."“tossed and driv'n,” “buked an
scorned,"and talkeq about sho's you born,” “sometimes up, ‘some-

» and “sometimes almost level to the groun.” “Our
y is like placing our ear to another’s

g°i“8 o Chl.ll'd'l on Sunda
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chest to hear the unquenchable murmur of the human heart."®
African Americans sang of having traveled a “lonesome journey,”
through slavery and segregation, often tired, hungry and home-
less, “rambling and running,” not knowing where to “roam”—not
knowing where to “make my getaway” to find a safe place, free of
the “noise of the bloodhounds on my trail.” Blacks have been “tore
down,” “broken-hearted,” “troubled in de mind," “way down yon-
der” where “I couldnt hear nobody pray,” in a valley so deep and
dark where death is like “a hammer ringin’ on a coffin,"a pale horse
an'rider," chariot swingin'low;" and"“a train blowin’at the station.”
Blacks have tasted “sorrow’s kitchen”—that “burden of woe” that
compelled them to sing a haunting, mournful sound:

Sometimes I feel like a motherless chile,
Sometimes I feel like 2 motherless chile,
Sometimes I feel like a motherless chile,
A long ways from home.

Dread and powerlessness in the face of the ever-present threat
of death on the lynching tree impelled blacks to cry out from the
depth of their spiritual being:

Oh, Lord, Oh, My Lord!
Oh, My Good Lord!
Keep me f'om sinkin’ down!

To sink down was to give up on life and embrace hopeless-
ness, like the words of an old bluesman: “Been down so long,
down don't bother me” It was to go way down into a pit of
despair, of nothingness, what Seren Kierkegaard called “sickness
unto death,” a “sickness in the self”—the loss of hope tha life
could have meaning in a world full of trouble. The story of Job

is the classic expression of utter despair in the face of life’s great
contradictions:

Why is light given to the one in misery,
and life to the bitter in soul,
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Who long for death, bur it does nor come,
and dig for it more than for hidden treasures;
Who rejoice exceedingly,
and are glad when they find the grave? ( Job 3:20-
22)

Unlike Kierkegaard and Job, however, blacks often ""ﬁmd.r?.
g0 down into thar “loathsome void.” that “torment of despair,
where one ‘struggles with deach but cannor die."* No matter
what trouble they encountered, they kepr on believing ;md”hn]:"
ing thaty changc is gonna come.” They did not transcend “hard

living” bur faced it head-on, refusing to be silent in the midst of
adversity.

Grear gawdamighty, folks feelir’ bad,
Lost everything they ever had.

A classic expression of the dialectic of despair and hope in
black life is found in the spiritual "Nobody Knows.” The first

three lines accene despair:

Nobody knows de trouble I've seen,
Nobody knows my sorrow,

Nobody knows de trouble ['ve seen,

Bur the Jag¢ line accents hope with an exclamarion:

"Nobody Knows” reaches the peak ofdespair in its repetition of
the first line in the third.

ican Americang did not doubr that their lives were filled
with trouble: how could o be black in America during the
lynching era ang not know about the existential agony that trou-
'le created for black People? Trouble followed them e\,-erywhem;
like a shadow they could nor shake. But the “Glory Hallelujah
in the last Jine speaks of hopc that trouble would nor sink them
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down into permanent despair—what Kierkegaard described as
“not willing to be oneself” or even“a self; or lowest of all in despair
at willing to be another than himself"* When people do not want
to be themselves, but somebody else, that is utter despair.

In another version of “Nobody Knows,” the dialectic of doubt
and faith is expressed with a focus on Jesus' solidarity with the
one in trouble.

Nobody knows the trouble I see,
Nobody knows but Jesus,
Nobody knows the trouble I see,
Glory Hallelujah!

In the first version of Nobody Knows,” hope is carved out of
4 tenacious spirit, the stubborn refusal to be defeated by trag-
edy. The source of the hope carved out of “trouble” and “sorrow;”
expressed in the "Glory Hallelujah,” although not clearly iden-
tified, is assumed. In the second version of “Nobody Knows,’
the source of the hope is Jesus, for he is a friend who knows
about the trouble of the little ones, and he is the reason for their
“Hallelujah" His divine presence is the most important message
about black existence.

During my childhood, I heard a lot about the cross at Mace-
donia A.M.E. Church, where faith in Jesus was defined and cel-
fbrated. We sang about “Calvary,” and asked, “Were you there?’,
c.lown at the cross,”“when they crucified my Lord."“Oh! Some-
times it causes me to tremble, tremble, tremble.” The spirituals,
5°SP¢1 songs, and hymns focused on how Jesus achieved salva-
tion for the least through his solidarity with them even unto
d'_mh- There were more songs, sermons, prayers, and testimo-
nies about the cross than any other theme. The cross was the
foundation on which their faith was built.

In the mystery of God’s revelation, black Christians believed
th;ftjUSt knowing that Jesus went through an experience of suf-
rng in a manner similar to theirs gave them faith thar God
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was with them,

even in suftering on lynching trees, just as God
was present

“'"l‘-l_ll‘-‘illh in suffering on the cross.

Poor little Jesus boy, m

ade him be born in a manger.
World treared him so |

nean,
I'reats me mean too . ..

Dey whipped Him up an’dey whipped Him down,
Dey whipped dat man all ovah town.

Look-a how they done mul Lawd.

[ was there when they nailed him to the cross,
Oh! How ¢ makes me sadder, sadder,

When | think how rhc}' nai

Il.'d |lf|11 to the CTOSs.

[ was there when the

Oh! How it make
I

When [ recalls ho

y took him down . . .
$ my spirit tremble,
w they took him down.

"The more black people struggled against white supremacy, the
more they found i the cross the spiritual power to resist the vio-
Iemfe they 50 often suffered. They came to know, as the black his-
[t_urlan Lerone Bennert wrote, “at the deepest level ... . what it was
lkF to be crucified. . .. And more: that there were some things in
this world thae are worth being crucified for."+ Just as Jesus did
not deserve to suffer, they knew they did nor deserve it; yet faith
was the one ) hite People could not control or take away.
ctive Outpourings of song and prayer, the fluid emo-
ers make us feel the strength in ourselves. ... They

: .
sh‘:"»lted, d“’:"ftd. clapped their hands and stomped their feet as
they bore witness to th

PR Ry € power of Jesus' cross which had given
1de . 1
ntity far more meaningtul than the harm thac white

thing w

ed what they received into
ross,”“Must Jesus Bear the
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Cross Alone?” and other white Protestant evangelical hymns did
not sound or feel the same when blacks and whites sang them
because their life experiences were so different. When black
people were challenged by white supremacy, with the lynching
tree staring down at them, where else could they turn for hope
thit eheir resistance would ultimately succeed?

Penniless, landless, jobless, and with no political and social
power in the society, what could black people do except to fight
with cultural and religious power and pray that God would sup-
port them in their struggle for freedom? Black people “stretched
their hands to God,” because they had nowhere else to turn.
Because of their experience of arbitrary violence, the cross was
and is a redeeming and comforting image for many black Chris-
tians. If the God of Jesus’ cross is found among the least, the cru-
cified people of the world, then God is also found among those
lynched in American history.

To keep hope alive was not easy for African Americans, facing
state-endorsed terrorism nearly everywhere in America. Trouble
followed them wherever they went—in the morning, at night,
and all day lnng—kceping them awake and staIking them in
nightmares, like a wild beast, waiting to attack its prey.

Although church people, like the blues people, could not escape
trouble, they sang “trouble don't last always.” The final word about
black life is not death on a lynching tree but redemption in the
€ross—a miraculously transformed life found in the God of the
gallows. This faith empowered blacks to wrestle with trouble as
Jacob wrestled with his divine opponent till daybreak, refusing
to let go unil he was “blessed” with meaning and purpose. “Thy
name shall be called no more Jacob, but Israel: for as a prince has
thou Power with God and with men, and hath prevailed” (Gen
3228 KJV). The spirituals “Werestling Jacob,”*We Are Climbing
Jacob's Ladder,” and “Wake Up, Jacob” are black people express-
Ing their snlidariry with Jacob and his struggle for a new identity.

¢ir identification with Jacob stretches back deep into slavery.
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i In his book Army J'_!)‘.i- m a Black R{'&'lﬂ::-:h’ (1869), Thomas Wm[-
| d worth Higginson, called “Wrestling Jacob” “one of thf. ‘?ddﬂr
and most striking” of the spirituals he heard during the Civil War

_ O wrestlin' Jacob, Jacob, day s a-breakin’:
i [will not let thee go!

' ) wrestlin' Jacob, Jacob, day s a-breakin';
| j He will not let me go!
| | O, Thold my brudder wid a tremblin’ hand;
1 I'would not let him go!

[ hold my sister wid a tremblin’ hand;
I would not let her go!

O, Jacob do hang from a tremblin’ limb,

| He would not Jer him go!

i‘ O, Jacob do hang from a tremblin’ limb;
De Lord will bless my soul.

1| 0O, wrestlin' Jacob, Jacob , , , 4+
é The “trembljyy’ limb” could be the lynching tree since the
lynching te

tror direcred specifically at blacks began during the
| Civil Wiy,

A similar wrest!ing occurs in “We Are Climbing Jacobs
Ladder”

We are climbing Jacol Ladder,
| € are climbing Jacoly's Ladder,

¢ are climbing Jacolys Ladder,
! Soldier of ¢fy C

rof the ross,

he won his scruggle with |
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Wake up, Jacob, day is a-breaking, I'm on my way;
O, wake up Jacob, day is a-breaking, I'm on my way.
[ want to go to heaven when I die,

Do love de Lord!

[ want to go to heaven when I die,

Do love the Lord!*

As Jacob, the God-wrestler, received a new name to reflect
his new self, black people’s struggle with God in white America
also left a deep and lasting wound. Yet they too expressed their
hope for a new life in God: “Ah tol’ Jesus it would be all right,
if He changed mah name,” another spiritual that connects with
Jacob's experience. The change of name initiates a new conflict, a
new struggle. “Jesus tol’ me the world would be ‘gainst me if He
changed mah name.”

W.E. B. Du Bois called black faith “a pythian madness” and
“a demoniac possession’—"sprung from the African forests,’
“mad with supernatural joy."* One has to be a little mad, kind of
crazy, to find salvation in the cross, victory in defeat, and life in
death. This is why the meaning of the cross is intensely debated
today, especially by secular and religious intellectuals who reject
the absurd idea that a shameful, despicable death could “reveal”
anything,

Yet the German scholar Martin Kahler has said that the
Passion story in the Gospels forms the center of the Jesus
story, and everything else in his life and teachings is only a
Prologue to his death on the cross. Black Christians could
Agree: they sang more songs and preached more sermons
about the cross than any other aspect of Jesus’ ministry. To
be sure, Jesus’ life and teachings are important for the black
Fhurch community to understand his meaning, especially see-
11_‘lg him in complete solidarity with the oppressed. The clas-
SIC expression of this aspect of Jesus’ ministry is found in the
Gnspel of Luke.“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,” Jesus said
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at the hcginning of his ministry in a Nazareth synagogue, as
he read from “the scroll of the propher Isaiah,” because he has
anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me
to proclaim release to the captives, and recovery of sight to the
blind, to let the oppressed go free” (4:18). Black people sang
and preached abour Jesus being with the poor—healing and
fccding them. The resurrection of Jesus is God giving people
meaning beyond history, when such violence as slavery and
lynching seemed to close off any furure. .
But the crogs speaks to oppressed people in ways that Jesus
life, tcachings. and even his resurrection do not. As the German
New Testament scholar Ernst Kisemann put it, “The resurrec:
tionis.,,,g chapu:r in the thcn]ngy of the cross.” Or the cross is
“the signature of the one who is risen.” The cross places God
in the midst of crucified people, in the midst of people who S
ung, shot, burned, and tortured. Seeing himself as a man cruci-
fled like Jesus, Isajah Fountain ( anuary 23, 1920) insisted that
e be executed wearing a purple robe and crown, to analogize
s innocence to thar of Jesus Christ* Before he was Iynched
in Oxford, Mississippi (1899), Steve Allen testified to his “peace
with God” saying thar “Jesus died on the Roman cross for me;
thm.“gh his mercy 4] my sins are forgiven. I am anchored in
Chrise” With thae testimony, “he went to his death without 3
£remor™ Before Charles Johnston, a black minister, was hangt’-d_
In Swainborg, Georgia, “he Preached his own funeral sermon,

i“d'-‘d“g the crowd to sing, kneel, raise their hands, and pray
along with hip, "

nd contradictions thar slavery, segregation,
. That was why most b!ack-:_
during SI“"}’ to form their own places o
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contradictions that slavery created for faith.”Does the Bible con-
demn slavery without any regard to circumstances, or not?" roars
Reverend J. W. C. Pennington in 1845."], for one, desire to know.
My repentance, my faith, my hope, my love, my perseverance all,
all, I conceal it not, I repeat it, all turn upon this point. If I am
deceived here—if the word of God does sanction slavery, I want
another book, another repentance, another faith, and another
hope.™ Faith achieved its authenticity only by questioning God,
asking, as the Reverend Nathaniel Paul did, “why it was that
thou didst look on with calm indifference of an unconcerned
spectator, when thy holy law was violated, thy divine authority
despised and a portion of thine own creatures reduced to a state
of mere vassalage and misery?”*

Bishop Payne of the A.M.E. Church was so troubled that he

questioned God’s existence:

Sometimes it seems as though some wild beast had
plunged his fangs into my heart, and was squeezing out its
life-blood. Then I began to question the existence of God,
and ro say: “If he does exist, is he just? If so, why does he
suffer one race to oppress and enslave another, to rob them
by unrighteous enactments of rights, which they hold most
dear and sacred? ... Is there no God?"*

No historical situation was more challenging than the lynch-
i“g era, when God the liberator seemed nowhere to be found.
De courts er dis land is not for niggers,” a black man from South
Carolina reflected cynically. “It seems to me that when it comes
to trouble, de law an’ a nigger is de white man's sport, an'justice is
A Stranger in them precincts, an' mercy is unknown. An’ de Bible
$3y we must pray for we enemy. Drop down on you'knee, broth-
€S, an’ pray to God for all de crackers, an’ judges, an’ de courts,
an solicitors, sheriffs, an’ police in de land."** Whether one was
lynched on a tree or in court, the results were the same."Lord,
how come me here,” they sang,“I wish I never was born!”

~_‘——
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There ain't no freedom here, Lord . ..
They treat me so mean here, Lord . . .
I wish I never was born!

Throughour the twentieth century, African Americans con-
tinued to struggle to reconcile their faich in God's justice and
love with the persistence of black suffering. Writer James Bald-
win spoke for many: “If [God’s| love was so great, and if He
loved all His children, why were we, the blacks, cast down so
far?" No one knows the answer to that question.

Dealing with nearly four hundred years of ongoing suffering
in Aﬁ-ican Amcrifan hismry s enuugh to make any black pcrs'ﬂn
lose faith and roam in a blues-like way, trying to find meaning
in an absurd world of white supremacy. Unlike the spirituals
and the church, the blyes and the juke joint did not lead to an
organized politica] resistance against white supremacy. But one
could correctly say that the spirituals and the church, with Jesus
€ross at the heart of its faich, gave birth to the black freedom
movement that reached jes peak in the civil ri ghts era during the
1950s and 60s. The spirituals were the soul of the movement,
giving people courage to fight, and the church was its anchor,
d“Peﬂing its faith in the coming freedom for all. The blues was
an individuals expression of a cultural defiance against white
Supremacy, a stubborn refusal to be defined by it. The blues pre:
Pared people to fight for justice by giving them a cultural identity
that made them human and thus ready to struggle. The blues
sent people traveling, roaming, looking for a woman or a man
%0 #oothe one’ “hing human heart. Bur it was Jesus' cross that
Sent people Protesting in the streets, seeking ro change the social
i rres of racial oppresgion,

0se of us whe confront the brualities in black history
S e self..criﬁcd regarding the church as well as the juke

sing the blues or spirituals or both. “One
€an never wresgle enough wich God if one does so out of 2 pure
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regard for truth,” wrote French philosopher, activist, and mystic
Simone Weil. “Christ likes for us to prefer truth to him because,
before being Christ, he is truth. If one turns aside from him to
go toward the truth, one will not go far before falling into his
arms,”* We know from history that African Americans never
stopped affirming their humanity and struggling for justice in
their churches and the juke joints. But what does the cross in the
Christian scriptures and the black experience of the blues have
to say about these enduring atrocities? This is the question that
both black secular thought and prophetic faith seek to explain
for the African American community, for America, and for the
world.

Since black thinkers, whether secular or religious, were influ-
enced by white people who enslaved, segregated, and lynched
them, what did their own white religious leaders say about

Christians who permitted such atrocities? That is the question
to which we rurn.



