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Down at the cross.where my Saviour died,
Down where for cleansing from sin I cried;
There to my heart was the blood applied, |
Singing glory.to His namel ' .

e
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[ underwent, during the summer that 1 became fourteen, a prolonged

religious crisis. I use the word “religious” in the common, and-arbitrary,

f . s | \
igi i in The New Y0 . from a Region in My Mind,”
Originall ublished in The New. Yorkef as Lette:: | ‘
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sense, meaning that [ then discovered God, His saints and angels, and His
{ bl?zing‘Hell. And since I had been born in a Christian nation, I accepted
: this Deity as the only one. I supposed Him to exist only within the walls
| of a church—in fact, of our church—and I also supposed that God and
safety were synonymous. The word “safety” brings us to the real meaning
of the word “religious” as we use it. Therefore, to state it in another, more
accurate way, | became, during my fourteenth year, for the first time in
my life, afrajd —afraid of the evil within me and afraid of the evil without.
hat I saw around me that summer in Harlem was what I had always
seen; nothing had changed. But naw,-withayt any warning _the whores . |
r/‘;l/]ld pimps and rackcteers on the Avenue had become a personal menace. -
21 | Ithad not before occurred to me that I could become one of them, but
now I realized that we had been produced by the same circumstances.
Many of my comrades were clearly headed for the Avenue, and my father
said that I was headed that way, too. My friends began to drink and smoke,
and embarked —at first avid, then groaning—on their sexual carcers. Girls,
only slightly older than I was, who sang in the choir or taught Sunday
school, the children of holy parents, underwent, before my cyes, their
incredible metamorphosis, of which the most bewildering aspect was not
their budding breasts or their rounding behinds but something deeperand
more subtle, in their eyes, their heat, their odor, and the inflection of their
voices. Like the strangers on the Avenue, they became, in the twinkling

»f an eye, unutterably different and fantastically present. Owing to the way
iF isedttie abrupt discomfort that all this aroused in me anc

the fact that I had no idea what my voice or my mind or my body wap
likely to do next caused me to consider myself one of the most deprave
<feoplc on carth. Matters were not helped by the fact that these holy girl
seemed rather to enjoy my terrified lapses, our grim, guilty, tormentec
experiments, which were at once as chill and joyless as the Russian steppes
and hotter, by far, than all the fires of Hell.
et there was something deeper than these changes, and less defin-
able, that frightened me. It was real in both the boys and the girls, but it
was, somehow, more vivid in the boys. In the case of the girls, one watched
them turning into matrons before they had become women. They began
o manifest a curious and really rather terrifying single-mindedness. It is
hard to say exactly how this was conveyed: something implacable in the
set of the lips, something farsecing (seeing what?) in the cyes, some new
and crushing dctermination in the walk, somcthing peremptory in the
voice. They did not tease us, the boys, any morc; they reprimanded us
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sharply, saying, “You better be thinking about your soull"l;For the"girlszg
also saw the evidence on the Avenye, knew what the price would be, for 2

them, of one misstep, knew that they ha

sfere the only protection there was. They understood

Mme, and “Itis better,” said St. Paul —who elsewhere, with a most unusual :,,#_,
and stunning exactness, described himself as-a “wretched man” —“to

marry than to burn.” And I began to feel in.the boys a curious, wary’,‘(
bewildered despair, as though they were now settling in for the long, hard
winter of life, I did not know then what it wasl that I was reacting to; I put

it to myself that they were letting themselves go. In the same way that the
their mothers, the boys, it

an their fathers. School began to reveal

itself, therefore, as a child’s game that one could not win, and boys-
My father wanted me to do the
had any illusions about what an J
tered too many college-

ds were now “Jowntown,” busy, as they put

girls were destined to gain as much weight as
was clear, would risc no higher th

dropped out of school and went to work.
same. 1 refused, even though I no longer
education could do for me; I had already encoun
graduate handymen. My frien
it, “Aghting the man.
the way they dressed,
| of whisky, talking, cursing, fighting, i
S0 to say what it was that oppressed them,
man” —the whi
remove this cloud that stoo
and love and life and power,
wanted. One did not have to
do to change one’s situation; one
to be worn down to a cutting €
jation and danger one €
humiliation did not apply merely to working days, or
teen and was crossing Fi
library, and the cop in the midd
“Why don't you niggers stay uptown W
and didn't look, certainly, any older, tw
with me by frisking me, making comic (
cerning my ancestry and pro
leaving me flat on my back in one of Harlem’s empty

-~

» They began to care less about the way.they looked,
the things they did; presently, one found them in

kwos and threes and fours, in a hallway, sharing a jug o
sometimes weeping: lost, and unable

except that they knew it-was “the
1. And there seemed to be no way whatever to
d between them and the sun, between them
between them and whatever it was that they
be very bright to realize how little one coul

did not have to be abnormally sensitive
dge by the incessant and gratuitous humil-

Lcountered every working day, all day long. The

fih Avenue on my way to the Forty-second Street_|
le of the street muttered as I-passed him,;
here you belong?” When [ was ten,
o policemen amused themselves
and terrifying) speculations con’
bable sexual prowess, and for good measure,

d to be protéctedland that we.”

that they must act \

as God's decoys, saving the souls-of the boys for Jesus and. binding the"
bodies of the boys in marriage. For this was the beginning of our burning , -

.

f wine or a bottle

workers; I was thir-

=

”

w

-

lots. Just before and
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then during the Sccond World War, many of my friends fled into the ] :

service, all to be changed there, and rarely for the better, many to be
fuined, and many to die. Others fled to other states and cities—that is, to
other ghettos. Some went on wine or whisky or the needle, and are still

6n it-And athers like-me-fled in
IFor the wages of sin were visible everywher

and urine-splashed hallway, in every clanging an
scar on the faces of the pimps and their whores, in cvery helpless, newborn

baby being brought into this danger, in every knife and pistol fight on the
)‘%ﬂ Avenue, and in every disastrous bulletin: a cousin, mother of six, suddenly

e, in cvery winc-stained
\bulance bell, in every

gone mad, the children parcelled out here and there; an indestructible

aunt rewarded for years of hard labor by a slow, agonizing death in a
into eternity by his own

terrible small room; someone’s bright son blown
jail. It was a summer of

hand; another turned robber and carried off to
dreadful speculations and discoveries, of which these were not the worst.
'Crimc became real, for example —for the frst time—not as a possibility
but as the possibility. One would never defeat onc’s circumstances by
working and saving one’s pennics; one would never, by working, acquire
that many pennics, and, besides, the social treatment accorded cven the
most successful Negroes proved that one needed, inorder to be free, some-
thing more than a bank account. Quac nceded a bandle_a lever, g mcans
ofmspittg=fear. It was absolutely clear that the police would whip you
and take you in as long as they could get away with it, and that everyone
clse — housewives, taxi-drivers, elevator boys, dishwashers, bartenders, law-
yers, judges, doctors, and grocers—would never, by the operation of any
generous human fecling, cease to use you as an outlet for his frustrations
and hostilitics. Neither civilized reason nor Christian love would cause
any of those people to treat you as they presumably wanted to be treated;
only the fear of your power to retaliate would cause them to do that, or
to seem to do it, which was (and is) good enough. There appears to be a
vast amount of confusion on this point, but I do not know many Negrocs
who are cager to be “accepted” by white people, still less to be loved by

them; they, the blacks, simply don't wish to be beaten over the
rr ricfPssage on this planet. White peo le

will have quite enough to do in‘fcaming how to accdpt
nd love themsclves and cach other, and when they have achicved this
vhich will not be tomorrow and may very well be never—the Negy
s-oblem will no Jonpecexist, for it will no longer be nceded.
People morc advantageously placed Than we in THaricm were, and

are, will no doubt find the psycho Vicw of NUIE

1C WITItCS TYT
n this country
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sketched above dismal and shockmg in the extrerrie, But 'rhe Negro's expe-
rience of the white world cannot possibly create in him'‘any respect for]
the standards by which the whlte world claims to 11ve His own condition).
is overwhelming proof that )
Negro servants have been smuggling odds and ends out of white homes
for generations, and white people have been delighted to have them dof
it, because it has assuaged a dim guilt and testified to the intrinsic supe-
riority of white people. Even the most doltish and servile: Negro could| !
scarcely fail to be impressed by the disparity between his situation and
that of the people for whom he worked; Negroes who were neither doltish 4
/'
W

nor servile did not feel that they were doifig anything wrong when the,
robbed white people. In spite of the Puritan-Yankee equation of virtug
with well-being, Negroes: had excellent reasons for doubting that money
was made or kept by any very striking adherence to the Christian virtueg
it certainly did not work that way for black Christians. In any case, white

people, who had robbed black people of thieir liberty and who profited by
this theft every hour that they-lived, had no moral ground on whith tp.

s They had the judges, the juries, the shotguns,the law—1n a worc
/ But it was a criminal power, to be feared but not respected, an
c

ouhmttcd in any way whatever. And those virtues preached but not
practlced by the white world were merely another means of holdmg

Negruoes in subjection.
It turfed out, then, that summer, that the moral bamers that I had

supposed to exist between me and the- dangers of a criminal career were

s0 tenuous as to be nearly nonexistent. Leertainly could not distaver afy.,
prmcxp]ed reason for not becom_g a criminal, and itis not my poor God— /
nnelp

Tt »be indicted for the lac his sgeiaty/[ wa

icily determmed more determined, really, than I then knew—never to
make my peace with the ghetto but to die and go to Hell before I would|
let any white man spit on me, before I would accept my “place” in this ,P
republic. I did not intend to allow the white people of this countrytgRIlA"

sewihieTwas) and limit me that way, and polish me off that way. Arfd
yet, of course, at the same time, 1 was being spat on-and' defrrret e |

described and li und could have been polished off with no effort
whatever. Kvery Ncgro boy—— i’ my situation during those years, at least—
who reaches this pomt realizes, at once, profoundly, because he wants to

il and must find, with speed, a “thing,” a L

/ that he stands in great perl
h‘e ick, to llft hhm out, to start him on his way. And it does not matter

—ft was this last realization that t lﬂ&
on so many dangers—-he]bed to

\N
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wirl me into the <h. And, by an unforesceable paradox, it was my
cpreer in the church that turned out, precisely, to be my gimmick,

For when I tried to assess my capabilities, I realized that I had almost
none. In order to achieve the lifc | wanlted, I had been dealt, it seemed
to me, the worst possible hand. I could not become a prizefighter —many
of us tried but very few succeeded. I could not sing. I could not dance. |
had been well conditioned by the world in which I grew up, so I did not
yet dare take the idea of becoming a writer seriously. The only other
possibility seemed to involve my becoming ane of the sordid peqple on
the Avenue, who were not really as sordid as I then imagined but who
frightened me terribly, both because I did not want to live that life and
because of what they made me feel. Everything inflamed me, and that
was bad enough, but | myself had also become a source of fire and temp-
tation. [ had been far too well raised, alas, to supposc that any of the
extremely explicit overtures made to me that ssmmer, sometimes by boys
and girls but also, more alarmingly, by older men and women, had any-

with my attractivenesy. Ontic contrary, since the Harlem idea
f seduction is, to pul it mildly, blunt, whatever these people saw in me

mercly confirmg e sense of my depravity,

tisccertainly sad that the awakening of one’s senses should lead to

such a merciless judgment of onesclf—to say nothing of the time and

anguish one spends in the cffort to arrive at any other—but it is also

@ incvitable that a literal attempt to mortify the flesh should be made among

black people like those with whom I grew up. Negroes in this country —

H{’K\ and"Negrocs do not, strictly or It'girllyﬁ)_cmng, exist in any other—are

f”/ | taught really to_despise themselves from the moment their cyes open on

1 1/ theworld. T'Ilism1 they are black. White peaple hold the

\'# ], which means that they are superior to blacks (intrinsically, that is:

q\' God decreed it s0), and the world has innumerable ways of making this
A

g

difference known and felt and feared. Long before the Negro child per-

ceives this difference, and even longer before he understands it, he has
'JP' begun to react to it, he has begun to be controlled by it. Every effort made
by the child’s elders to prepare him for a fate from which they cannot
protect him causes him secretly, in terror, to begin to await, without know-
ing that he is doing so, his mysterious and inexorable punishment. He
must be “goad” not only in order to please his parents and not only to
avoid being punished by them; behind their authority stapds_another.

—

maacless and_impersonal,_jnfinitely harder to please,_and bottor lessly

crucl. And this Giliers into the child’s conscioushess through his parents’

\ tone of voice as he is being exhorled, punished, or loved; in the sudden,
7
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ther’s or hisffather;’s voice wheﬁ ,

daty. He does not know what

h'is frightening
ighteging,

uncontrollable note of fear heard in his mo
he has strayed beyond some particular boun
the boundary is, and he can g’efno explanation of it, whic
enough, butthe fear he hears in the voice ' '
still, The fear that [ heard in my father’s voice, for example, when he
realized that I really believed I could do anything a white boy could do, :
and had every intention of proving it, was not at all like the fear I heard
when one of us was ill or had fallen down the stairs or strayed too far fromr™ "
the house. It was apother fear, a fear that the child, in challenging the
white world’s assumptions, was putting Fimself in the path of destructioniy”
A child cannot, thank Heaven, know how vast and how merciless is the
nature of Fowdx, with what unbelievable cruelty people treat each other.,
He reacts Yo the fear in his parerits’ voices because his parents hold up the
world for him and he has no protection without them. I defended mysé]f, :

as [ imagincd, against the fear my father made me feel by remembering
that he was very old-fashioned. Also, I prided myself on the fact that I 4
alrcady knew how to outwit him. To defend oneself againsta fear is simply .

to insurc that onc will, one day, be conquered by it; fears must be faced. Y

As for one’s wits, it is just not true that one can live by them—not '
is, if onc wishes really to live. That summer, in any casc, all the fears with

which I had grown up, and which were now a part of me and controlle
my vision of the world, rose up like a wall between the. world and me,

and drove me into the church.’ . . :
verythit Ldid scems curiously deliberate, though

it certainly did not seem deliberate then. For example, I did not join the
church of which my father was member and in which he preached. My

best friead-in school, who attended a different church, had already “sur-

rendered his life to the Lord,” and he was very anxious about my soul’s

salvation. (I wasn't, but any human attention was better than none.) One

Saturday afternoon, he took me to his church. There were no services that -
day, and the church was empty, except for some women cleaning and
some other women praying: My friend took me into the back room ta
meet his pastor—a woman. There she sat, in her robes_,"’smiling,.ap'f
extremely proud and handsome woman, with Africa, Europe, and the
America of the American Indian blended in her face. She was perhaps
forty-five or fifty at this time, and in our world she was a very cclebrated
woman. My friend was about (0 - troduce me when she looked at me and

smiled and said, “Whose little boy are you?” Now this, unbelievably, was
he phrasc uscd by pimps and racketeers on the Avenuc when

humorously and intensely, that I “hang out” with

preciscly t
they suggested, both
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them. Perhaps part of the terror they had caused me o fecl came from
the fact that [ unquestionably wanted to be somebody’s little boy. I was so
frightencd, and at the miercy of so many conundrums, that incvitably, that
summer, someone would have taken me over; onc doesn't, in Harlem,
long remain standing on_any quction block. It was my good luck—per-

haps—that I found myself in th_dnmdllﬂf-kﬂinstcad of some other, and

surrendered to a spiritual seduction long before I came to any carhal

knowledge. For when the pastor asked me, with that marvellous smile,

“Whose little boy are you?” my heart replied at once, “Why, yours.”

The summer wore on, and things got Worse. [ became more guilty
and more frightened, and kept a1 this bottled up inside me, and naturally,
inescapably, one night, when this woinan had finished preaching, even”
thing came roaring, screaming, crying out, and [ fi fore
the altar. It was the strangest sensation I have ever had in my life—up to _
that time, or since. 1 had not known that it was going to happen, or that ’
it could happen. One moment [ was on my fect, singing and clapping
and, at the same time, working out in my head the plot of play I was
working on then; the next moment, with no transition, no scnsation 0
falling, 1 was on my back, with the lights beating down into my facc and

[}
_ / all the vertical saints above me. I did not know what I was doing down so
: ¢ cannot be

| 4

low, or how I had got there. And the anguish that Alled m
described. It moved in me like one of those floods that devastate countics,

*’{\ fcaring everything down, tearing ghildren from ants_and lovers
v Qn T other, and making cverything an Unrecognizable AT

really remember is the pain, the uns eakdble pain; itwas as though I were

,.r}/ yelling up to Heaven and Heaven ould not hear me. And if Heave

would not hear me, if love could not descend from Heaven —to wash me
o make me clean —then utter disaster\was my portion. Yes, it does indee

%ﬂg} mean something—something unspeakyble —to be born, in 2 whitc coun

k>
3&-
£

try, an Anglo-Teutonic, antisexual country, black, Wﬂm\lot
chowing-it-giv all-hape-et-ee 1jion. Black people, mainl . loo

whit
- away. And the universe 1s simply a sounding druwy,

\‘/{ (ierc is no way, no Wy whatever, so it seemed then and has sometim
t through a life, to love your wifc and children, or you

seemed since, t0 g¢ ) you
friends, or yout mother and father, or to be loved. The universe, which i
and the moon and the plancts, flowers, grass an

ot merely the stars ait . ‘
le, has cvolved no terms for your existence, has mad

trees, but other peop ;
if love Wi - ide the gates, no other POV
no room for you,-and £ Jove will not swing ¥ ide ; g . o

vill or can. And if onc-dcspairs——as who has

| \ |

g
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' VIOVC alone is left. But God—and 1 felt this even then, so long'ago, on that V \

tremendous floor, unwillingly="1xahite. And if His loye was so great, and -
if He loved all His children, why were we, the blacks,.cast down so far?
Why? In spite of all I said thereafter, [ found no answer on the ﬂoor-—r.\ot
that answer, anyway —and I.was on the floor all night. Over me, to bring
me “through,” the saints sang and rejoiced and prayed. And in the morn-
ing, when they raised me, they told me that I was “saved.” f
Well, indeed I was, in a.way, for I was utterly drained and ex

and released, for the first time, from all my guilty torment. [ was aware

then only of my relief. For many years, [ could not ask myself why human
relief had to be achieved in a fashion at once so pagan and so desperate— |
in a fashion at once so unspeakably old and so unutterably new. And by -~
the time I was able to ask myself this question, I was also able to see that '
the principles governing the rites and customs of the churches in which |
I grew up did not differ from the princi everning-thesites and customs
her churches, white.JThe principles were Blindness, Loneliness, an
Terror, the frst principle necessarily and actively cultivated in, order to
deny the two others. I would love to believe that the principles were Faith,
Hope, and Charity, but this is clcarly not so for most Christians, or_for

what we call the Christian world. - _ .
wissaved. But at the same Gme, out of a deep, adolescent cunning

I do not pretend to understand, I realized immediately that I:could not
remain in the church merely as another worshipper. I would.have to give
myself something to do, in order:not to be too bored and find myself
among all the wretched unsaved of the Avenue. And I don’t doubt that
also intended to best my father on his own ground. Anyway, very shortly
after I joined the church, I became a preacher—a Young Minister—and

’

I remained in the pulpit for more than three years. My youth quickly - .

made me a much bigger drawing card than my father. I pushed this advan-
tage ruthlessly, for it was the most effective means 1 had found of breaking
his hold over me. That was the most frightening time of my life, and quite
the most dishonest, and the resulting hysteria lent great passion to my
sermons— for a while. I relished the attention and the relative immunity

from punishment that my new status gave me, and 1 relished, above all,
the sudden right to privacy. It had to be recognized, after all, that I was
still a schoolboy, with my schoolwork to do, and 1 was also expected to
prepar at least one scrmon a week. During what we may call my heyday,
| preached much morc often than that. This meant that there were hours
and even whole days when I could not be interrupted —not even by my
father. 1 had immobilized him. It took rather more time for me to realize

!

-

N
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that I had also immaobilized myself, and had escaped from nothing what-

ever.
The church was very exciting. It took a long time for me to disengage

myself from this excitement, and on the blindest, most visceral level, |
(lilcver rc.ally have, and never will. There is no music like that music, r'w
hﬁiﬁgul:i]\:e:l::c?fn:; (;Jf ]tlhtch samls.rcjoicing, the sinners moan.ing, the
oo the Lord g and all those voices coming togf:lhc‘r and crying holy
i There is still, for me, no pathos quite like the pathos of
lhose.mulhco]ored, worn, somehow triumphant and transfigured faces,
speaking from the depths of a visible, tangible, continuing despair of the
goo'dness of the Lord. I have never seen anything to equal the fire and
excitement that sometimes, without warning, fill a church, causing the
church, as Leadbelly and so many others have testified, to “rock.” Nothing
that has happened to me since equals the power and the glory that I
) sometimes felt when, in the middle of a sermon, I knew that I was some-
7

—

how, by some miracle, really carrying, as they said, “the Word"” —when

e church and I were one. Their pain and their joy were mine, and mine
[ surrendered

and “Yes,

—— ‘ 5
were theirs— they surrendered their pain and joy lo me,
mine to them —and their crics of “Amenl” and “Hallelujah!”
\j) Lordl” and “Praise His namel” and “Preach it brother!” sustained and
whipped on my solos until we all became equal, wringing wet, singing
and dancing, in anguish and rejoicing, at the foot of the altar. It was, for
a long time, in spitc of—or, not inconceivably, because of—the shabbi-
ness of my motives, my only sustenance, my meat and drink. I rushed
home from school, to the church, to the altar, to be alone there, to com-
mune with Jesus, my dearest Friend, who would never fail me, who knew
all the secrets of my heart. Perhaps He did, but I didn't, and the bargain

we struck, actually, dawn there at the foot of the crogsevas that He would
, -

ever let me find out.
- He failed His bargain. He was a2 much better Man than I took Him

for. It happened, as things do, imperceptibly, in many ways at once. [ date
it—the slow crumbli / faith, the pulverization of my fortress — from

the time, about a year after | had begun to preach, when [ began to tead
again. | justificd this desire by the fact that I was still in school, and |
with Dostoevsky. By this time, | was in a high school that
antly Jewish. This meant that 1 was surrounded by people
definition, beyond any hope of salvation, who laughed at

aflets I brought to school, and who pointed out that the
fter the death of Christ. This might not

d not forced me to read the tracts and

began, fatally,
was predomin
who were, by

the tracts and le
Gospels had been written long a

have been so distressing if it ha

v
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leaflcts myself, for they were indeed, unless one believed their messags, ., ;
_ already, impossible to believe. I zeme ing din there'wasa .

kind of blackmail jn it. People, I felt, ought to Jave the Lord because they d’

loved Him, and not because they werefraid of ooing to Hell. Tiwas forced| "
| reluctantly, to realize that ,thc"Bi'ble itself had been written by men, and\ %

translated by men out of languages I could not read, and I was already,| 7
without quite admitting it to. myself, terribly involved with the effort of OA‘
putting words on paper. Of course, [ had the rebuttal ready: These men
had all been operating undet divine inspiration, Had they? All of them?
And I also knew by now, alas, far more about divine inspiration than I
dared admit, for I knew how I worked myself up‘inté my own visions, and
how frequently — indeed, incessantly —the visions God granted to me dif-|_~
fered from the visions He granted to my father. I did not understand the| |
dreams I had at night, but I knew that they were not holy. For that matter,
I knew that my waking hours were far from holy. I spent most of my time
in a state of repentance for things I had vividly desired to .do but had not
done. The fact that I was dealing with Jews brought the whole question

of color, which 1 had been desperately avoiding, into the terrified center |
nd. I realized that the Bible had been written by white men. 1| °,
knew that, according to many Christians, [ was a descendant of Ham, who |
had been cursed, and that I was therefore predestined to be a slave., This
had nothing to do with anything T was, or contained, or could become;
my fate had been sealed farever, from the beginning of time. And it
seemed, indeed, when one looked out over Christendom, that this was
what Christendom effectively believed. It was certainly the way it behave
I remembered the Italian priests and bishops blessing Italian boys who

were on their way to Ethiopia. , o -
h school were troubling because I could

Again, the Jewish boys in higt
find no point of connection:between them and the Jewish pawnbrokers

and landlords and grocerystore owners in Harlem. I knew that these people i
were Jews— God knows I was told it often enough —but I thought of them |
only as white. Jews, as such, until [ got to high school, were all incarcerated =~ |
in the Old Testament, and th.g:i'r'names were Abraham, Moses,. Daniel,

Ezekiel, and Job, and Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. It was bewil- - ! j
dering to find them so many miles and centuries out of Egypt, and so far il
from the fiery furnace. My best friend in high school was a Jew. He came
ouse once, and afterward my father asked, as he asked.about
Christian?” — by which he meant “Is he saved?” I really
me out of innocence or venom, but I
her slammed me across the fuce with

of my mi

to our h

everyone, “Is he a
do not know whcther my answer cad
said coldly, “No. Hc’s Jewish.” My fat

““\ :
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! his great palm, and in that moment everything flooded back —all the
! Tatred and all the fear, and the depth of a merciless resolve to kill my
Gather rather than allow my father to kill me—and | knew that all those
/Wtrmons and tears and all that repentance and rejoicing had changed
nothing. | wondered if | was expected to be glad thata friend of mine, or
Lm)nnc, was to be tormented forever in Hell, and [ also thought, suddenly,
of the Jews in another Christian nation, Germany. They were not so far
from the fiery furnace after all, and my best friend might have been onc
of them. I told my father, “He's a better Christian than you are,” and
walked out of the house. The battle between us was in the open, but that

was all right; it was almost a relief. A more deadly struggle had begun.
E‘O r—_’—mlg\m the pulpit was like being in the theater; I was behind the
- scenes and knew how the illusion was worked. I knew the other ministers
N and knew the quality of their lives. And [ don’t mean to suggest by this

(L( the “Elmer Cantry” sort of hypocrisy concerning sensuality; it was a
‘/J, deeper, deadlicr, and more subtle hypocrisy than that, and a little honest

sensuality, or a lot, would have been like water in an extremely bitter
desert. I knew how to work on a congregation until the last dime was
surrendered — it was not very hard to do—and [ knew where thc money
-for “the Lord’s work” went. [ knew, though I did not wish to know it, that
I had no respect for the people with whom [ worked. I could not have
said it then, but [ also knew that if I continued [ would soon have no
)’f respect for myself, And the fact that | was “the young Brother Baldwin”

increased my value with those same pimps and racketeers who had helped

,?“ to stampede me into the church in the first place. They still saw the little
; boy they intended to take over. They were waiting for me to come to my
senses and realize that I was in a very lucrative business. They knew that

\"\ I did not yet realizc this, and also that I had not yet begun to suspect where
q‘, my own needs, coming up (they were very patient), could drive me. They
themselves did know the score, and they knew that the odds were in their

favor. And, really, [ knew it, too. I was even lonelicr and more vulnerable

than I had been before. And the blood of the Lamb had not cleansed me

in any way whatcver. | was just as black as I had been the day that [ was
" bomn. Therefore, when | faced a congregation, it began to take all the
strength | had not to stammer, not to curse, not to tell thcr.n to throw away
their Bibles and get off their knees and go home and organizc, for example,
| a rent strike. When | watched all the children, their copper, brown, and
beige faces staring up at me as [ taught Sunday schoo?, I fcl.t that I was
committing a crime in talking about the gentle Jesus, tcl.lmg them to
. reconcile themselves to their misery on earth in order to gain the crown
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of cternal life, Were only Negroes to gain this crown? Was Heaven, theri,. ( :
to be merely anather ghetio2 Perhaps I might have, beeniable to,reconici el po
n}yself even to this if I had béen able to believe that there was any g3 ). -
lgg_cb;ess to be found in the:haven I represerited. But I had be ‘
pulpit too long and I had seen too many monstrous things. I don’t refer

mercly to the glaring fact that the minister eventually acquires houses and ~
Cadillacs while the faithful continue to scrub floors and drop thieir dimes I

|~

-
and quarters and dollars into the platc.lmlh/_mmn.ﬁmm&ni,/
lqve in the church [t was a mask for hatred and self-hatred and despair

Lo

The transfiguring power of the Holy Ghost ended when the service ende
and salvation stoppcd at the churci door. When we were told toléy
everybody, I had thought that thdt meant everybody.- But no. It applied
only to those who believed as we.did, and it did not apply to white peop

at all. I was tSld by a minister, for example, that I should never, on any
public conveyance, under any circumstances, rise and give my seat to a
white woman. White men never rose for Negro women. Well, that was
true enough, in the main—1 saw his point. But what was the point, th L,/
purpose, of my salvation if it did not permit me to behave with love tow.
others, no matter how they behaved toward me? What others did was thei
responsibility, for which they would answer when the judgment trumpe
sounded. But what I did was myresponsibility, and I would have to answer,
too— unless, of course, there was also in Heaven a special dispensatior}.
for the benighted black, who was not to be judged in the same way as
other human beings, or angels. It probably occurred to me around this

time that the visi n
with predictable wishful distortions, of the world in which they live. And}.

this did not apply only to Negroes, who were no more “simple” or “spon-
taneous” or “Christian” than anybody else—who were merely more
oppresscd. In the same way that we, for white people, were the descendan
of Ham, and were cursed forever, white people were, for us, the descen

dants of Cain. And the passion with which we loved the Lord was a mea

sure of how deeply we feared and distrusted and, in the end, hated almost

all strangers, alwa

ave it at that; there is more to it than that. In spite of

/

But I cannot le

everything, there was in t

facing and surviving disas _
all of us— pimps, whores, racketeer

he life I fled a zest and a joy and a capacity fof

ter that are very moving and very rare. Pcrhap'ls
1

* X

£

we WCIC,

peculiar complex of risks. we ha

somelimes achieved with each ot

T to uo; if so, within these limits w

lier a freedom that was close. tbrtov)).
/’

1
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~ ;
remember, anyway, church suppers and outings, and, later, 5 H’tll
3 R ) \ y o y e y ¢ C
CIMI";S]K'](: and waistline partics where rage and sorrow sat[%fm‘]kc
Ness anc ir, ar ' ' nd
1d not stir, and we ate and drank and talked and laug]
danced and forgot all rit ity

g “ . - )
i€ Fingiteiand i about “the man.” We had the liquor, the chicken
» and cach other, and had no need to pretend to be what wé

::/::arc nlot. Thls. I 'lhc freedom that one hears in some gospel songs, for
mple, and in jazz. In all jazz, and especially in the blues, there is

something tart and ironic itativ Y n

art ¢ , authoritative and double cdged. Whit

. M - " c -
icans scem to feel th S

that God hels e : at _l“‘l)l’)’ songs arc happy.and sad songs arc sad, and
» wod help us, is cxactly the way most white Americans sing them —
kSO\;ndmg,lln both cascs, 50 helplessly, defenselessly fatuous that one dare
hot speculate on the temperature of the deep freeze from which issue
}l‘%ﬂmd-mﬂms-hulunm Only people who have been “down
the line,” as the song puts it, know what this music is about. I think it was
Big Bill Broonzy who used to sing “I Feel So Good,” a rcally joyful song
about a man who is on his way to the railroad station to meet his girl.
She’s coming home. It is the singer's incredibly moving exuberance that
makes one realize how leaden the time must have been while she was
gonc. There is no guarantce that she will stay this time, cither, as the
singer clearly knows, and, in fact, she has not yet actually arrived. Tonight,
or tomorrow, or within the next five minutes, he may very well be singing
“Lonesome in My Bedroom,” or insisting, “Ain’t we, ain’t we, going to
[makc it all right? Well, if we don’t today, we will tomorrow night.” White
Americans do not understand the depths out of which such an ironic

;}% tenacity comes, but they suspect that the force is sensual, and they are
N

\

terrified of sensuality and do not any longer understand it. The word “sen-
sual” is not intended to bring to mind quivering dusky maidens or priapic
_black studs. I am referring to something much simpler and much less
v fanciftldCo besensual, [ think, is to respect and rejoice in the force of

\r ifeof life itself, and to be present in all that one docs, from the cffort of
‘,/J loving to the breaking of bread. It will be a great day for America, inci-

<

and tasteless foam rubber that we have substituted for it. And I am not
being frivolous now, cither. Something very sinister happens to the people

0\}@“" dentally, when we begin to eat bread again, instead of the blasphemous
|

country when they begin to distrust their own reactions as deeply as

they do here, and become as joyless as Ehp_y have become. It is this uuh.

- \-kkm’lwxgclln'i\_\_ly'gn\thc part of white American men and women, this
y" y inability to rencw themselves at the fountain of their own livcs,‘that makes
a/ the discussion, let alone clucidation, of any conundrum— l!.ml is, any real-
Lily—so suprcuicly difficult. {The person who distrusts himself has no




des. And these attitudes, furthermore, though the perso;n is usually
unaware of it (is unaware of so much!), are historical and public attitudes.
They do not relate to the present any more than they Telate to the person.
Therefore, whatever white people do not know about Negroes reveals,
precisely and inexorably, what they do not know about themselves. )
White Christians have also forgotten T '
details. They have forgotten that the religion that is now identified with
their virtue and their power—“God is on our side,” says Dr. Verwoerd —
came out of a rocky piece of ground in what is now known as the Middle -
East before color was invented, and that iri order for the Christian church
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A
.
T‘;t

reality—for this touchstorie can be onl')'J.'Ori‘c'_s:e]E;&_I%&"j ,
rposes between himself and reality nothing less than a labyripth * | [.

AJT:

to be established, Christ had to be put to death, by-Rome, and that the .

rcal architect of the Christian church was not the disreputable, sun-baked
cbrew who gave it his name but the mercilessly fanatical and self-

rightcous™Saint-Paut—The_énergy that was burled with the—ri T
Christian nations must eesire-baek-into the world: nothing cari prevent it.
Many of us, I think, both long to see this happen and are terrified of it: /

for though this transformation contains the hope of liberation, it also _J

imposcs a nccessity for great change. But in order to deal with the
untapped and dormant force of the previqusly subjugated, in order to
survive as a human, maving, moral weight in the world, America and all
the Western nations will be forced to reexamirte themselves and release
themselves from many things that are now taken to be sacred, and to

discard nearly all the assumpﬁWeen used to justify.their lives
and their anguish and their crimes so long. “"f‘l § D
“The whit ‘ en,” si ITT muinister, “is the
«mian’s Hell.” One may object— possibly —that this puts the matter
somewhat too simply, but the song is true, and it has been true for as long
as white men have ruled the world. The Africans put it another way: When
the white man came to Africa, the white man had the Bible and the
African had the land, but now it is the wﬁite man who is being, reluctantly
and bloodily, separated from the land, and the African who is still attempt-
ing to digest or to vomit up the Bible. The struggle, therefore, that now
begins in the world is extremely complex, involving the historical role of
Christianity in the realm of power— that is, politics—and in the realm of
morals. [n the realm of power, Christianity has opt ith ap unmit+
ga rr atd_cruclty— necessarily, Since"é"rcligibﬁ ‘ordinarily
imposes on thosc who have discovered the true faith the spiritual duty of
liberating the infidels. This particular true faith, moreover, is more deeply

\ s
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Gucerned about the soul than it is about the body, to which fact the ﬂ.csh
(and the corpses) of countless infidels bears witness. It goes without saying,
then, that whoever questions the authority of the true faith also contests
the right of the nations that hold this faith to rule over him —contests, 1n

short, their title to his land. Thgp%hﬂg@ﬂmﬂsLﬁg&f&hs of the
motives or the integrity or the heroism of some of the missionarics. was

g Priests

was so ruthlessly being used by people who were indeed sceRwig a city,
but not onc in the heavens, and one to be made, very definitely, by captive
hands. ‘The Chsistian church itself—again, as distinguished from some of
its ministers—sanctified and rejoiced in the conquests of the flag, and
encouraged, if it did not formulate, the belicf that conquest, with the
resulting relative well-being of the Western populations, was proof of the
favor of Gad. God had come a long way from the desert—but then so
ad Allah, though in a very different direction. God, going north, and
rising on the wings of power, had become white, and Allah, out of power,
and on the dark side of Heaven, had become — for all practical purposcs,
anyway — black. Thus, in the realm of morals the role of Christianity has
been, at best, ambivalent. Even leaving out of account the remarkable
arrogance that assumed that the ways and morals of others were inferior
to those of Christians, and that they therefore had every right, and could
use any means, to change them, the collision between cultures —and the
schizophrenia in the mind of Christendom—had rendered the domain
of morals as chartless as the sea once was, and as treacherous as the sea
still is. It is not too much to say that whoever wishes to become a truly
moral human being (and let us not ask whether or not this is possible; I
think we must believe that it is possible) must first divorce himself from

~all the prohibitions, crimes, and hypocrisies of the Christian church. I

| the concept of God has any validity or any use, it can only bfz to n.mkc us
d more loving. If God cannot do this, then it is time we

;

larger, freer, an
got rid of Him.




