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This is dedicated to the founders of Promise Land, Tennessee,
the founders of the Shrine of the Black Madonna,
and those who carry on their work




As a boy in church, I often sat beside my mother’s parents. My grandfather was an organist and deacon. My grandmother was a choir singer and interpreter for the deaf. They were perfect models of restraint, and they taught me the fundamentals of worship. During service, I did not need to stand up to prove my love for the Most High, raise my hands, or lift my voice. So I didn’t. My loyalty to God remained muted. On Sunday mornings, in song-filled sanctuaries, I began to harden myself against the music—hymns whose names I don’t remember now. The spirit of my grandparents’ religion has faded in me, and I am left to tell a handful of stories about doubt, lasting hope, and black people’s attempts to find new frameworks for our lives after old ones have crumbled.

Again and again, I have fantasized about starting my life over. I have wanted to take on the qualities of people who seem sure of their convictions. This includes my father. We are alike in some ways, both pained by our distance from Promise Land, our ancestral home in middle Tennessee. For decades after Emancipation, this village was a safe harbor for black families. Many of the descendants moved north. My father and I never lived in Promise Land—we came from Detroit—but we both held it sacred. The site of this former freedom colony feels like a memorial now.

In my own family, migrations never seemed to stop. There have always been movements toward and away from one another. My father, once incarcerated, has been trying to restore the sense of cohesion that defined our extended family during both of our childhoods. He wants to mend what I have mostly chosen to mourn—fraying connections with the land, religion, and people who made us who we are. Why did some of us take an optimistic stance toward the future while others, shaped by similar forces, chose to reject it? When I began to write this book, I asked my father for a favor—to replace the letters he wrote me from prison. I had lost them. Would he send me new ones? Would he tell me who he could have been if he could start his life again, and who he was now that he couldn’t?

The utopian imagines a bridge that spans the gap between lives. These lives may be easily differentiated—my father’s, my own—or found within oneself, across time: the people we thought we might have been and the people we became. Here, in the mirror of my father’s life and the lives of many others that, in some ways, resembled mine, I sought variations on a theme. Who were the dreamers who always wanted more than they had? How did the disillusioned, the betrayed, the confined, the forgotten, and the persecuted not merely hold on to life but expand its possibilities and preserve its beauty?

What does utopia look like in black?






LETTER I: LOVE, DOE
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I love you, son. I can probably spend two hours per day writing about my experiences in life and I hope that my words are a valuable contribution to your book.

We are in a time of tragedy in the world. I don’t know how you are framing your story, but the world seems to be heading toward obvious tyranny of government. No matter what happens, I want you to know that you were born from God. God in Heaven is the only one who could have created you.

Over the past two years, I have studied virtually under a pastor by the name of Stephen Darby of Destined Ministries on YouTube. He is a follower of Christ who has studied, prayed, battled wickedness in the spirit realm, and who is by all accounts full of the Holy Spirit. You may find some value by learning about him and looking at two or more of his messages on Negroland, and messages such as “Who Are We?” This pastor spoke about how only before the time of the coming of Christ, during tribulation, would a lost people find out who they are.

The Confederate church used to have celebrations of the lynching of dark people, yet they called themselves Christian.

—Dorian Robertson, June 2020






Introduction: Utopia in Black
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I’ll decorate the deprivations.

—MARGO JEFFERSON



My father tends to imagine the future by first returning to the past. He tells me how he should have lived his life, how his children might have loved him more had he done this or that differently, married my mother, taken more trips as a child to be with his parents’ families in Tennessee, or “gone right” instead of purchasing a gun twenty years ago and robbing a two-star hotel’s front desk with it. After ten years of imprisonment, Dorian Robertson is a free man again, in search of renewal and community. He is tormented by hypotheticals—what beautiful things could have been, what reckonings may lie in wait. He and I have similar worries. Would it have been easier had we followed the well-trodden roads that had been laid out for us, leading to the double doors of a Baptist church?

Dorian and I often wonder about the cause of separations—between us, between individuals and groups, between people’s ideals and whichever realities their lives afford them. We dream, too, of unity. How much can be repaired in the aftermath of damage? What if all our spiritual, emotional, and physical injuries were mended, our familial land and relationships restored? What if time’s rifts could be sewn back together? Above all, what would it mean to live as though all of this were possible even if we suspect it is not?

By the early summer of 2020, I had been thinking about the meaning of utopia in African American history for more than a year. My father and I spoke on the phone about the allure of life abroad, a substitute, perhaps, for the radically different world we desired in the United States. Who in our family had passports in case we were no longer able to imagine a livable future here, my father asked. Would we be willing and ready to leave, to take our chances in Europe or in a country like Ghana? (We knew nothing about life there, but Ghana’s Year of Return campaign in 2019 invited African Americans “home” to “resettle” and invest in its economy four hundred years after the first enslaved West Africans landed in Virginia.)

I had long since moved away from home in Michigan, but I’d temporarily returned from New York City at the onset of the pandemic to be closer to family. My father was living in Texas, near Dallas, with his fiancée. With little else to do besides sit in a camping chair in my mother’s backyard, unable to guess what the coming days and months might bring, I had been calling family to ask about their hopes for the world to come as it was taking shape.

Dorian and I broached the subject of police and prison abolition. He did not think that abolishing cops or prisons was wise. He wanted reformers to address racial disparities in sentencing guidelines. End-time chaos was coming, he believed, and the social fabric of the United States would continue to fray. The country didn’t need abolitionists to hasten the process. “This period in history, it is said, is going to be like the Dark Ages,” my father warned. “These are the last days of this society.”

Whereas I once would have dismissed his worries as conspiratorial, I didn’t have the evidence or will to argue against him. Something in me wanted my father’s prophecies to be true. For the first time in my life, the near future was something I couldn’t vividly imagine. The presumption that I would always recognize the world I lived in began to erode. There was a blankness where tomorrow should have been. George Floyd was dead, and I was certain that others would suffer his fate even in the new world everyone said was on its way. This has proven true repeatedly. I couldn’t imagine a reality in which people like Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery wouldn’t be killed, even as—amid so much death—there was talk of reparations, universal basic income, universal childcare, quieter cities, the return of nature, the resurgence of organized labor, the elimination of student debt, the reduction of child poverty, and a Green New Deal. The world, no matter how beautiful, would have certain brutal constants.



If tomorrow brought with it the possibility of death, as I too often expected, my conception of the future needed to be transformed. The apparent persistence of abysmal realities for black people, and the certainty that there exists much more besides, is the soil from which black utopianism emerges. This tradition has encouraged black people to decide for ourselves how our inner resources can best be used to transform the outer world. It is an unceasing orientation toward the possibilities inherent in black social life.

Once the usual horizons we depend on to orient our daily lives blur, the utopian impulse to create new forms of living arises. Unfamiliarity and disruption are the point. Utopia points to the ways our attempted solutions to large-scale crises might bend further away from the worlds that produced these problems. In the utopia that is black, constant striving for wholesale societal transformation is imperative, not optional. The creative expressions of black utopianism aspire to a world in which the social, economic, and political restrictions that have historically been imposed on black people will not define their futures.

The urge to act out alternatives to the constrictive rhythms of our days lies at the heart of utopia. It is not necessarily a place, but an expression of faith that is sustained by the innumerable ways we could have led our lives and could still. Those who believe in utopia’s power refuse to live as though any path has been foreclosed. It is an ongoing exchange between people, and so it is never achieved, attained, or finished. It is only rehearsed. Utopia always describes a crossroads, a perpetual opening.



Years ago, when I first learned about the concept of utopia, I didn’t think of heaven like any good Christian boy should. I thought of my paternal grandparents’ ten-acre plot of land in the middle of Tennessee, in a historic all-black town called Promise Land. (I have always liked that it was not the more common Promised Land.) As a child who made pilgrimages there for many summers, I never thought of Promise Land as a perfect place. I complained about the August heat, the chattering cicadas, the ticks hiding in underbrush, the creep of lethargy, and the town’s distance from a big city like Detroit, where I was born. Two weeks spent visiting extended family and wearing myself out from playing outside were usually enough for me.

I did not compare Promise Land, a ghost town for as long as I have known it, to a paradise like the Garden of Eden that I learned about in church. And yet as I grew older, it became clear to me that Promise Land was the only comparable place I’d known. Before I could articulate why, I had the sense that utopia was the most satisfying word I could use to describe the hamlet where my family’s recorded history in the United States began. Whenever I would describe Promise Land to others as a small, unincorporated town in the middle of nowhere, I said this with pride. Promise Land was negative space on most maps, a largely unknown haven that had been providing sustenance for black families, including my own, for 150 years.

It was founded five years after the Civil War ended, in 1870, when some of the earliest experiments in black self-rule were beginning. Its founding and longevity were unlikely. It could so easily have been forgotten had just one vigilante burned it down or had its early chroniclers kept the secret of its existence to themselves. As generations of Promise Land’s caretakers came and went, so too did its meaning transform. A place that should not have survived according to the deadly racial logic of this country yielded many fruits. Promise Land carried the dreams of each person who had lived, played, communed, and retreated there. It usurped the role I was told heaven ought to play by offering refuge during a dark season of my childhood and, more recently, orienting my family toward the common goal of sustaining it.

Paradise has been a useful idea with many real-world consequences for black Americans. So has the trope of the Promised Land, a terrestrial place that may be within our reach. Few people have the same vision of what constitutes either Paradise or the Promised Land. The attempt to respect individual interpretations of what makes the beautiful life and discover together where they intersect is the project of utopia.

Inspired by my memories of Promise Land, I decided to write a broader narrative of black utopia. How has the meaning of utopia evolved since the creation of Promise Land and the hundreds of blacktowns like it that were, for a time, some of the most tangible proofs of black survival and prosperity? I wanted to trace an emotional lineage that linked various displays of black dreaming—from freedom colonies and the flight of fugitives to hopes for a separate land and the creation of iconoclastic art.



I didn’t need to travel far to begin. Early in 2019, I was reading about the radical activism of African American Catholics during the Black Power period. I picked up Black Priest, White Church (1970), a critique of racism in the Catholic Church by the Harlem-based priest Lawrence Lucas. Lucas praised the example of a Detroit pastor named Albert Cleage, Jr. I hadn’t heard of him. I thought I already knew the names of the city’s historically black parish churches, but I had apparently overlooked Cleage’s curious-sounding Shrine of the Black Madonna. I soon learned that the Shrine was not part of the Catholic Church at all, but rather the United Church of Christ, a Protestant denomination. It turned out that many “Movement” people and leftists in the 1960s knew of and admired Rev. Cleage. The Shrine also happened to be ten minutes away from where my father’s parents once lived on Detroit’s west side.

Under a different name, the Shrine began as a church in the 1950s that catered mostly to middle-class black Detroiters. It found a permanent home in an area of the city where black residents moved as Detroit was undergoing the nation’s first major urban renewal program. The resulting dispossession of black Detroiters on the city’s east side pushed many to the neighborhoods around the Shrine. This would eventually place the church at the geographical and ideological center of the 1967 summer uprising in the city.

Albert Cleage, Jr.’s leadership during and after the Detroit Rebellion—one of the most destructive urban uprisings of the 1960s—elevated his profile. He became one of the most famous representatives of black nationalism in the United States, and the Shrine was thereafter regarded as a black countercultural mecca. For decades to come, its members and collaborators would include mold-breaking black artists, historians, and politicians; territorial separatists who wanted to create an independent black republic within the borders of the United States; Black Hebrew Israelites who searched for new Zions abroad; New Age theosophists; and many others who challenged familiar structures of authority.

For nearly thirty years, Cleage would lead a group of dedicated Pan-Africanists who established Shrines throughout the country, three of which survive today, in Detroit, Atlanta, and Houston. Among the Shrine’s members were small cadres that traveled across America and raised millions of dollars to support the mission of their movement, which Cleage called Black Christian Nationalism (BCN). He envisioned Black Christian Nationalists as a prophetic vanguard that would secure the psychological liberation and material well-being of black people. First they would need to separate themselves from white society by establishing other communes and Shrines in cities around the world. They planned to recruit millions of black people to sustain their movement.



Cleage was one of the most consequential figures associated with the twentieth century’s black freedom movements and, for a time in the late 1960s, the best-known black nationalist pastor in the United States. He and the members of his church attempted to merge heaven and earth— Paradise and the Promised Land—for black people everywhere by invoking the dreamworlds of social visionaries from the past and present. Although Cleage disliked the word utopian—he preferred to be called a black realist—he was well-versed in many of the thinkers, groups, and movements that are now regularly identified as part of a broader utopian tradition. Black Christian Nationalists learned about the histories of ancient Jewish monastic communities, the spiritual practices of gurus and mystics, the rebellions of Haitian slaves and maroons who lived in the swamplands of the American South, experiments in socialism and communism, and much more.

Drawing on his brief experience as a social worker in Detroit, Cleage followed developments in the fields of psychology, sociology, education, and even physics to keep his movement in touch with the times. He used the black church as a base for his movement because, for centuries, it had given many African Americans the support they needed to survive, but he wasn’t convinced that Christianity was the only lens through which to understand the world. White slave masters and fundamentalist politicians had long weaponized religion to protect their claims to authority. BCN was an approach to spiritual and civic life that rejected all methods of domination that sought to erode the willpower and self-regard of black people.

Cleage believed that religion could encourage the pursuit of moral ideals. He was also a notorious firebrand and provocateur who thought that black people should destroy inherited idols—starting with the white Christ and his mother—and replace them with models in their own image. The Shrine would officially become known as the Pan-African Orthodox Christian Church in 1976, taking a cue from Marcus Garvey’s earlier Pan-African Orthodox Church and signaling the church’s support of the African independence movements unfolding in the latter half of that decade. Cleage described Black Christian Nationalism as an apocalyptic movement; he vaguely outlined a coming “Pan-African revolt,” which, if successful, could bring about universal justice on earth. Justice was understood as a power balance between whites and blacks that would allow black people to build and sustain their own parallel institutions, belief systems, and iconography without the threat of destruction from white people.



One countercultural experiment in the Shrine caught my attention early on. In 2016, a Black Christian Nationalist bishop wrote an essay about an institution in the church called Mtoto House. Members also called it the Children’s Community. It was a “communal child-rearing structure” that lasted from the early 1980s until the late 2000s. The only other information I could find about this model of communal living was a book by the woman who first led the Detroit Mtoto House, a former elementary school principal named Shelley McIntosh.

McIntosh wrote that Mtoto House was influenced by socialist preschools in the Soviet Union, rural literacy campaigns in Cuba, traditional family structures in West Africa, and, most directly, child-rearing customs in the kibbutzim of Israel. This last detail fascinated me. The kibbutzim, communally owned agricultural settlements, were the most ambitious efforts before the creation of Israel to establish a Zionist Promised Land on earth. As predecessors to the Jewish state, they were arguably the best-known, most influential, and longest-lasting manifestations of a small-scale, collective utopian project in the twentieth century.

Like the kibbutzniks, Black Christian Nationalists set out to acquire land of their own to sustain their people. In 1999, with money earned through years of donations and fundraisers, the Black Christian Nationalists purchased one of the largest black-owned rural tracts in the United States, a nearly 4,000-acre property in South Carolina that Cleage named Beulah Land. After Cleage’s death, the Shrine members who survived him were soon stranded on either side of generational and ideological divides as the role of the black church in social movements and the usefulness of black separatism were increasingly called into question. To this day, Beulah Land remains the most ambitious of the Shrine’s attempts to create an earthly paradise for black people. It is not yet the productive farm that Cleage hoped it would become, but its story is not over.



Before coming across the Shrine’s story, not once had I heard about a black nationalist commune in the heart of my native city. Detroit is a place whose name has become a shorthand for American dystopia, black despair, and the dead end of progress. The common assumption is that utopia and the people who seek it cannot thrive there. Images of empty homes and the remnants of car factories, schools, and churches draw more attention than black Detroiters’ attempts to rewrite these stories and insist that wherever they live is perfectible, the shining center of the world.

Learning about Mtoto House spurred my attempt to understand why and how black Americans have searched for utopia, just as my family did in Promise Land a century and a half ago. Many of the individuals who I write about in this book lived through the revolutionary shifts of the 1960s and ’70s. I wanted to speak to people who launched an ambitious social project that centered black people during those years, and who also lived to witness the Black Lives Matter movement.

The aging revolutionaries of the Black Christian Nationalist movement once considered themselves outside the mainstream of American culture, initially not by their own choice but because segregation and enforced alienation were the preferred tools of social control in this country, as they still are. I wanted to hear from the perennial optimists as well as the disenchanted who felt that the black revolutions of the late twentieth century failed. I spoke to their children and grandchildren—people whose ages roughly aligned with those of my parents and me—to get a glimpse of the lives my own family did not live, the alternative paths that were always there, but which for our own reasons we did not follow.



When I set out to tell this story, I thought I might be like one of those inconspicuous narrators of old travelers’ tales who are shipwrecked upon the shores of an impossible island, or who awaken to discover a strange world of which they can never fully be a part. There would always be some degree of safety in playing the curious outsider who becomes a chronicler, recording the origins, beliefs, and practices of an unfamiliar people—in this case, a self-identified, black “nation-within-a-nation.” I told myself that I could enter and leave this world whenever I pleased. But the utopian tale is a ghostly reflection. It points to our own doppelgängers whose features are slightly askew yet always, at least faintly, recognizable.

Book I tells one of many possible stories about black utopian impulses from the period directly following the Civil War through the end of one black countercultural phase in the 1960s. This narrative is told mostly through the lives of two men: Albert Cleage, Jr., and the painter of his church’s famed Black Madonna mural, Glanton Dowdell. Cleage and Dowdell seemed to represent stark opposites—privileged and poor, meticulous and chaotic, an obsession with the needs of the spirit and a concern for those of the body—but their utopian aims and approaches were not incompatible, which became evident when they finally came together in the Shrine. Book II moves on to later developments in black utopian history, as Black Christian Nationalists helped keep its spirit alive throughout new phases of the counterculture, in the closing decades of the millennium. The first two books are intruded upon by the present, by my father’s letters. Book III moves toward my own reckoning with what black utopians have lost and attained here on earth.

Echoes are everywhere. The historical drama of the Shrine finds resonance in my family’s story, a minor chord that resounds throughout the book. My father’s letters run in spiritual parallel to the life of Glanton Dowdell, himself a formerly incarcerated man who would find an unlikely sort of freedom far from home. Likewise, the fates of the thousands of acres that constitute Beulah Land and the few that my family still owns in Promise Land have not yet been written. What happens to these places, and thus the dreams they represent, may determine whether a church and a family remain intact.






I The Furnace and the Forge



In this locality shortly after the Civil War, freed slaves established Promise Land, the first African American community of Dickson County. Early settlers were Nathan Bowen, Washington Vanleer, and two brothers, John and Arch Nesbitt. In time, the community encompassed about 1,000 acres, included 50 homes, several stores, two churches and a school. Although only the St. John Church and the schoolhouse remain, heirs of the original African American landowners still own much of the land.

—TENNESSEE HISTORICAL COMMISSION MARKER ON PROMISE LAND ROAD

Better an errant path than the known world.

—SAIDIYA HARTMAN, WAYWARD LIVES, BEAUTIFUL EXPERIMENTS








Promise Land
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I didn’t go back to Promise Land for more than ten years after my paternal grandfather’s death. I had convinced myself that there was nothing left for me there but memories too sweet to taste without him and perhaps a rushed moment of tribute beside a gravestone. I regretted missing the family Christmas in 2018—I don’t remember my reasoning—and when I finally decided to return for one of our infrequent reunions, in 2019, sickness incapacitated me the day before my flight from New York, in a hot August. I had been in love and was so fearful I was falling out of it that I could barely expel urine from my body. I phoned my grandmother to weep and apologize. What I called self-sabotage she called the devil. She prayed, crying quietly along with me, and shared a scripture, Psalms 34:19: “Many are the afflictions of the righteous: but the LORD delivereth him out of them all.” The pandemic would delay my homecoming for another three years.

A prodigal son’s return is usually a celebratory affair, but I arrived alone in front of the old chalk-white schoolhouse and the St. John Church on Promise Land Road. Little seemed to have changed. There was the lonely tree beside St. John’s, closed for needed renovations and still dealing with its rust-red, slowly deteriorating roof; the covered stage between the church and school with a couple of picnic tables on it; and beside the road, a tall pole with a wind-whipped American flag. Other additions I didn’t recognize. When had the concrete sidewalk connecting the church and school been laid? I had never seen the trailer behind the school that now served as the town’s community center.

I was waiting for Serina Gilbert, the seventy-seven-year-old board chair of the Promise Land Heritage Association and the woman who would give me a private tour of the community center and school, which now functioned as Promise Land’s museum. I was glad for the tour even as my pride made me bristle at the need for it. I had seen a picture somewhere of Serina, whom I had always known as Cousin Kay, giving a presentation on Promise Land’s history to white members of a motorcycle club. The image of rapt, leather-clad riders sitting on tiny benches in the schoolhouse’s original central bay—the very seats that black kids once occupied seventy years prior—was both amusing and touching. I feared I would get the same rundown on the origins and changing fortunes of Promise Land. I would assure Kay that yes, yes, I knew that already. I haven’t forgotten.

Kay was my late grandfather Ruffus’s cousin. They grew up together and attended the Promise Land School in the 1940s and ’50s, many decades before its kitchen and dining wing became a gift shop that sold T-shirts and colorful jewelry, home decor and other trinkets. In the 1980s, when Kay was a medical social worker at Howard Uni versity’s Center for Sickle Cell Disease, she had studied the behavior of medical staff toward black men with the illness. When the Human Genome Project began in the 1990s, allowing researchers to map the genes that cause sickle cell anemia, Kay developed an interest in genealogy and her family’s heritage. “You become who you are based on what you’ve gone through,” she told me over the phone, months before my visit. Kay retired the year that her mother, Essie Vanleer, decided she would no longer leave Tennessee to visit her daughter in Maryland. She would miss Kay, but her church and friends were in Promise Land. Who knew how much time she had left? Kay surprised herself by selling her house and moving back to Promise Land to be with Essie, at the urging of the Holy Spirit.

For more than thirty years, Essie and Kay, descendants of some of Promise Land’s original founders, did more than anyone else to preserve the town’s history and establish its reputation as one of the oldest known settlements founded by formerly enslaved people in the country. As the longtime executive director of the Promise Land Heritage Association, from 2006 until 2019, Kay brought Promise Land to the attention of state universities, government agencies, and cultural institutes, as well as national museums. She helped get the Promise Land School (originally built in the 1880s) into the National Register of Historic Places. She is trying to do the same for the St. John Church.

As I photographed my surroundings, Kay pulled up in her van. I waited while she maneuvered her motorized wheelchair out the side. Her youthful eyes and serious gaze looked much as I remembered. Because her high voice had never lost its vigor, the only surprise was the grayness of her thinning hair. I had always interpreted her smiles upon seeing me as tentative blessings, each one an invitation to fully assume the role of my grandfather’s heir and take a proper interest in our common inheritance—this land and its manifold meanings.

The generation of people who founded the Promise Land Community Club in the late 1980s and, later, the Heritage Association were aging and dying. Kay, not only the town’s greatest advocate but also its most important historian, could not continue this work forever. She planned to write a memoir with the help of a professor at Tennessee State University. In the meantime, she encouraged younger people with familial ties to Promise Land to keep the place alive. In a later email to me, she wondered if her daughter, an L.A.-based musician, and I would consider “exploring the development of a rural colony/retreat for artists/writers/musicians/performers,” citing the example of the Woodstock Byrdcliffe Guild in New York, an Arts and Crafts utopian community founded in 1902. I liked the idea, but to this day I have deferred its execution.



Two months before my return, a nonprofit called Next Leadership Development launched the Black Towns & Settlements: Foundation for the Future project, which included an interactive digital map of historic blacktowns in the United States and Canada. It was a noble effort, but not at all comprehensive, featuring around eighty communities. The project’s creators estimated that there may have once been anywhere between 200 and 1,200 blacktowns and settlements that existed throughout North America. These places were usually founded by former slaves who had escaped plantations, purchased their own freedom, or fought for it during the Civil War.

The only entry for Tennessee was a place called Free Hill, a town 150 miles northeast of Promise Land, near the Kentucky border. Founded in 1816, Free Hill was an unincorporated community like Promise Land, and its original inhabitants were the ex-slaves of a North Carolina planter’s daughter. Perhaps Free Hill made the cut because it still had a small number of residents. One could barely call Promise Land a “town” in good faith since only two of its buildings still stood—neither the school nor the church served their original purpose now—and no one lived there anymore. These days, most visi tors to Promise Land come for its annual summer festival or sporadic family reunions.

After visiting the community center, which still had displays up from a 2020 traveling Smithsonian exhibition on changes in rural America, Kay and I ended our short tour at the schoolhouse-museum. Assorted display cases contained pictures of long-dead Promise Land residents, including descendants of the Nesbitt brothers, the founding fathers John and Arch. Shelves carried items that would have typically been found in the homes of Promise Land’s early settlers: stoneware pitchers, crocks, whiskey jugs, a kerosene lantern, an enamel coffeepot, a cast-iron pot and flatiron, washboards, a metal coal scuttle. When I realized they were only replicas, I felt somehow duped.

When we finished, Kay asked whether I’d read a book by the sociologist Elizabeth Rauh Bethel called Promiseland: A Century of Life in a Negro Community (1981). I had. It was the second time in two weeks that someone had mentioned it to me. The last instance was during my trip to South Carolina the week before, when I visited Beulah Land, the Shrine of the Black Madonna’s farm. My research trips had taken an unorthodox route, ending where perhaps they should have begun, with my own family. I told myself at the time that this was intentional. How fitting it would be to enact my grandfather’s favorite biblical parable, the Prodigal Son, by coming back to a place that never really belonged to me but which many relatives said would always be my birthright. I avoided confronting one of my fears at the time—that after years of reflection on black people’s attempts to imagine greater worlds, I might arrive in Promise Land to find a place exhausted of potential.

With Bethel’s book I thought I had found a rare historical account of my Promise Land. It focused instead on a blacktown in the South Carolina Piedmont called Promised Land. It was also established in 1870, the same year that Washington Vanleer, one of Kay’s ancestors, made the first land purchase in Promise Land—14 acres for $10 apiece. Like the Tennessee hamlet, the South Carolina blacktown had a general store, a church, and a school that closed when the county it was in integrated following the decision in Brown v. Board of Education.

These kinds of places, Bethel wrote, “forged a settlement based on economic security, held together by pressures from the world beyond [their] boundaries as well as ties within the community.” Promised Land, SC, and Promise Land, TN, were “microcosm[s] of the many Negro communities where people have devised unique strategies for coping with their racially defined subordinate status.” Each was “a case study of alternatives to self-hatred, retreat, and accommodation.” What had Promise Land been? What would become of it?



During my childhood summers in the early 2000s, my grandparents and I would drive from Detroit down through central Kentucky, somewhere in the Outer Bluegrass, on our way down home. Promise Land lies an hour west of Nashville in a hilly region where the earth is scalloped with ridges and impressed with river valleys. In sunlight, the sheer limestone bluffs that loom over middle Tennessee’s highways look glossy and brittle enough for lotto players to scratch their dust off with dimes. My papa always drove, Granny prayed for our safe passage, and I drifted in and out of sleep, trying to draw our destination closer. Once we hit Louisville, I would often wake, yawn, and slump over again until my head was beneath the opposite window. I had stopped counting the hours behind us—seven, eight—to focus on the hours left—three, two.

Interstate 65 leads from Louisville to one of the northern boundaries of the massive Cumberland River Basin, where Kentucky meets Tennessee. Starting at its headwaters on a far flank of the Appalachians, the jagged, 700-mile-long river feints in and out of either state. Throughout the basin, water eroded the underlying rock over millennia to create photogenic accidents: networks of limestone caves and quarries, waterfalls and natural bridges, sinkholes and sinking streams.

Dickson County is forty miles west of Nashville. From Dickson proper, the city of fewer than 16,000 where my granny was born, we would cross into Charlotte, a town of fewer than 2,000. And to travel the three miles between Charlotte and Promise Land, we eased off State Highway 48 toward Promise Land Road. Granny and Papa—Bettie and Ruffus Robertson—had known each other for most of their lives. Granny was the eighth of eight children. Her father was a janitor at the movie theater in Dickson and ran the projector for 4 p.m. dime Western matinees. Granny’s mother cleaned the theater with him and, while they worked, little Bettie sold wire coat hangers for pennies to the local dry cleaners.

She and Ruffus attended the same high school in Dickson. Ruffus was known as a handsome, charismatic athlete on the field and court. He was the kind of boy that girls like Bettie were supposed to notice, my grandmother told me. (Although Papa had a soft smile and sharp cheekbones that would travel down the family line for generations, Granny had eyes for some of his cousins before she ever had eyes for him.) They were married at the Charlotte courthouse on Christmas Eve 1960. It would be eight years before they moved with their two young daughters from Dickson to Detroit, at the tail end of the Great Migration, the day after Richard Nixon was elected. Openings in the auto industry were more attractive than the low-paying jobs my grandfather took in Nashville, where he had worked as a porter and a night-shift employee at a department store. In Detroit, Papa cut glass for Ford Motor Company. Granny worked as a telephone operator.

Although my grandparents would live in Detroit for more than forty years, the city initially struck Granny as a cold place where the rosebushes of her childhood did not bloom. Papa loved the city much more than his wife and daughters did, but everyone was happiest when a trip to Promise Land was approaching. I would not begin to under stand how restorative these returns were for my grandparents until I was an adult. In my elementary school years, I was too preoccupied with escaping my mother’s husband, a Christian deacon who said he received supernatural visions attesting to my evil. He vowed to stamp it out and did not, as Proverbs 13:24 says, “spareth the rod.”

I fled south almost every summer for years, accepting any offer to join my grandparents for their two- or three-week trips. I savored the air and played with time, stretching it out by roasting in the sun, shooting plastic arrows at the sky and treetops, and watching The Red Skelton Show well past the hour when I should have gone to sleep. I did not mind attending Sunday services at St. John’s either, where people living in the county would sometimes gather for worship. The god of Promise Land seemed to bear no relation to my stepfather’s.



Each time we neared my grandparents’ forest-encircled homestead, a few minutes away from the church and school, I thought of the covered trampoline and basketball hoop I would find there. We stopped at a swinging gate on Promise Land Road that would have been easy to miss, blending as it did into a wall of trees, were it not for the prominent mailbox. Papa would get out to unlock the gate, retrieve months’ worth of mail, and then drive us the rest of the way down a long and steep gravel incline. This dip brought us into an unchanging world. The drop opened onto a vista of Granny and Papa’s simple white modular home in the distance, on a low hill. Dozens of giant trees and squat bushes were sparsely distributed across the wide property, which my grandfather had inherited from his late uncle.

While I was lost in my own reveries, Papa may have been imagining the faded running paths of his childhood. He and his little sister used to forge trails through the woods as they pretended to pluck blackberries for their mama’s jam. When Papa was born in 1942, Dickson’s newspaper was calling Promise Land “Charlotte’s ‘little Harlem.’” But Charlotte had many little Harlems, not least of which was the area “up on the hill,” inside its own boundaries. This was a part of town where the Robertsons and many other black families gathered for the annual Charlotte Picnic. There was also Celeste Heights, east of Highway 48, and the Coaling on Old Metal Road, where an iron forge had been built and worked by slaves before the Civil War. One of the country’s great basketball players, Oscar Robertson, was born in Daniel Town, off Highway 49 and Collier Bend Road.

The history of Promise Land is tied more immediately to mines and metals than cotton. The iron age of the Cumberland River Basin began during the final years of the eighteenth century, when the first white frontiersmen who settled west of the Appalachian Mountains needed tools. In 1788, North Carolina’s Act to Encourage the Building of Iron Works incentivized the development of iron factories throughout the Southwest Territory, fueling the purchase of slaves to work them. When the Scots-Irish explorer James Robertson discovered extensive iron ore banks in middle Tennessee while surveying land claims for Revolutionary War veterans, there was no confusion about who most of the miners and smelters would be.

Robertson, an original settler of the river fort that would become Nashville, is known as the “father of Tennessee.” The name of my earliest-known ancestor appeared in 1870, when the census began providing detailed information on African Americans. His name was Charlie Redden. He was my Papa’s great-grandfather. The Robertson name didn’t become part of the family until Papa’s mother, Hattie Redden, married her husband Hersey. It is presumed that one of Hersey Robertson’s ancestors was owned by one of James’s lineal descendants.

James Robertson built the coal-fired Cumberland Furnace a few miles north of present-day Dickson in 1793. Ownership of the furnace changed twice over the next thirty years, and by 1840, at the peak of production in Tennessee’s iron age, one quarter of slaves in Dickson County worked on one of the region’s many iron plantations. The months it took to yield whole tons of high-grade iron were grueling. Slaves uncovered ore-rich veins that were sometimes hundreds of acres wide and dozens of feet deep, spread out under ridge crests or near weathered limestone beds. The enslaved blasted quarries with amadou and rifle powder. Some lived at coaling grounds in the woods as part of groups that chopped hemlock, wormwood, and willow trees. They tended charcoal kilns that resembled bishop miters and likely hoped for windless weather so that the charcoal would burn at the proper speed.

While some of Promise Land’s families, like my own, took the surnames of ironmasters whose descendants owned their ancestors, others bore the names of the work their people did. Cumberland slaves were masons, boulder hewers, barrowers, waterwheel menders, tilt hammer tenders, and draymen who put out wagon fires when charcoal ignited in them. They were guttermen who prepared sand beds for molten metal, ringers who tapped congealed clinkers from the bottom of crucibles, and foundrymen like my forebear Charlie. In 1857, a financial panic led to inflated slave prices, hastening the decline of southern ironworks as plantation owners hired fewer enslaved people to work them. After early Union victories during the Civil War, some furnaces in the Cumberland Region were destroyed. Many blacks, finally freed, dispersed throughout the area.






A Church and a One-Room School


In 1870, the freedman Washington Vanleer made the earliest purchase in Promise Land. Nathan Bowen purchased ten acres in 1875. In 1880, the brothers John and Arch Nesbitt bought more than eighty acres with their war pensions. As a result of the Nesbitt brothers’ purchases, the presence of iron mines that continued to employ poor blacks after Emancipation, and a nearby highway that made it easy for Promise Landers to take crops to market in Clarksville twenty-five miles away, greater numbers of black people began flowing into Promise Land starting in the 1880s. The land was more promising than anything the federal government would ever set aside. This is how some elders in my family believe Promise Land got its name.

The Nesbitt brothers had been born into bondage and were liberated by Union soldiers during the war. They were two of the estimated hundreds of thousands of blacks who had been freed, in defiance of the Fugitive Slave Act, and deemed “contraband of war” by the federal government. The term contraband described their unprecedented legal status as neither legally free nor in fact enslaved. The so-called contraband often joined one of the many Union encampments that sprouted throughout the punctured Confederacy, from the Freedmen’s Colony of Roanoke Island, off the North Carolina coast, to Camp Nelson in Kentucky.

Not all the black-inhabited zones inside Union camps had names, but many did: Uniontown, Corinth, Grantville, Camp Ethiopia, New Africa. Other refugees fled into crowded and not always livable towns—places consisting of little else besides shoddy barracks and conical tents. Sometimes these shantytowns and bottomlands fell to ruin. Or they survived and became model “darky towns” in regions scarred by war or on the peripheries of cities. In Tennessee, Promise Land became one of these communities, a spacious refuge for black people in the countryside. Such places have been called blacktowns or settlements, Negro or freedom colonies, and freedmen’s villages. They are rarely identified as utopias. Many are remembered as merely transitional spaces—precarious stopgaps that provided the basics of life until they were dismantled or more tempting opportunities arose elsewhere: better housing, better jobs, more avenues for political and social involvement.

There is another way of looking at the history of these blacktowns, however. A black utopian perspective places the seemingly provisional, expedient, and rudimentary at the center of any vision to create a better world. It is an outlook that clings to what tends to be discarded. It assumes the “darky town” that survived for generations with limited resources, which was created to provide for people who weren’t allowed to thrive elsewhere, presents some kind of blueprint for a desirable future.



Papa was born in a section of Promise Land known as Gilbert Town (named after Cousin Kay’s great-grandfather, a respected landowner in the village). He and his six siblings lived in a cabin with their mother and stepdaddy, a perpetually suited, traveling Sanctified evangelist who could pursue a wasp through a church and smash it as he delivered the Word. Their outhouse was mercifully set apart from the drinking well out back. Potbellied stoves fed on wood in most rooms. My aunts remember visiting their grandmother as little girls and enjoying the white cotton bedspreads and handspun curtains. One described the cabin to me as if it had been a palace. She recalled its stove and sink, a roller-board washer and a rocking chair, the sweltering attic under a tin roof, and bed pallets for visiting children.

The cabin is no longer there. It was torn down in the 1970s, two decades before I was born. At the start of the twentieth century, there were some fifty black-owned homes in Promise Land. More than five hundred residents left between its boom time in the first third of the century and the mid-1970s, at which point no more than a dozen people remained. The families of Promise Land had once owned more than one thousand acres of farm and timberland among them. By 1976, fewer than one hundred acres were left among the four families still living in the area and various absentee owners. Nearly everyone else had moved to the Midwest to find work or join family, spread mainly across Ohio, Indiana, and Michigan.

Promise Land’s peak, in the 1910s and ’20s, was something to behold. It seemed to be a place of dustproof shoes and dustproof cars. Having no dolls to play with, young girls canned apples and pears right off the trees, plaited tall grass bunches as though they were hair, and Hula-Hooped Saturn rings around their hips. Those girls whose fathers were sharecroppers and whose mothers worked in white people’s homes during the day sometimes joined the boys in fields of dark tobacco to remove suckers from the leaves and prepare the plants for the fire cure. Children sauntered along Highway 48, rolling fat tires down hills. Under the moon, they screamed and ran from ghosts that chased them home.

The adults knew how to celebrate. By the eve of the Second World War, Charlotte’s Annual Negro Picnic was an established tradition on the third Friday in August. It was “an almost national affair with the colored race,” the Clarksville Leaf-Chronicle reported. Cars bore license plates from North Carolina to New York. Just to savor one of a dozen barbecued hogs that were sold out by midafternoon, visitors arrived in Cadillacs, on horseback or in pickup beds, by foot, in mink or collarless long-sleeved shirts. The floral dresses, hair ribbons, and white gloves of young women deemed too northern were ridiculed by jealous appraisers. Pipes and unlit cigars bobbed from crooked, immaculate, and gold-plated teeth.

The people of Promise Land built everything. The handsome, spectacled carpenter Theo Edmondson put up one of the general stores, Papa’s childhood cabin, other homes, and barns. Theo and the young women who made up the Promise Land Singers crooned that every day would be Sunday on the other side of the Jordan River and soon lambs would be fiercer than bears. Theo often sang to himself by cupping one hand over his mouth and another behind his ear, creating an echo chamber to magnify the sound. His voice earned praise and drew blacks and whites (who perhaps heard him and the girl singers on the radio) to stand outside St. John’s, shut their eyes, and listen. As I step on board I’ll be leaving, went a favorite of the Promise Land Singers, all my heartaches and sorrows behind. I’ll be safe with Jesus the Captain, sailing out on the old ship of Zion.

Promise Landers built the school benches and the chimneys. They created everything but the tattered books and newspapers that came to the schoolhouse from Charlotte when white children or their parents no longer needed them. They built the school’s elevated stage, on which Papa performed James Weldon Johnson’s poems from God’s Trombones as a child. This included the one in which the heavenly Father admits to feeling lonely and finds joy in a new activity: “I’ll make me a world.” God sees deep darkness and rolls light in his hands like dough. He ornaments the black with sun and stars. He spits the seas out, awakens fowl and fish, and on a riverbank, he kneels in red dust to shape clay. He leaves an opening in the clay and blows soul into it, creating an image that looks and behaves like Him. This black God molds a creature that participates in His own divinity. Both God and humankind experience the undying urge to keep on making.

Many of those who were not landowners in Promise Land worked on the farms or in the homes of whites that lived in the surrounding areas. Some of the children who grew up in the town at midcentury, like my grandfather, did not feel constrained by this outer ring of white-owned property. The trees were not strict color lines. The forests where children played hide-and-seek were not disputed territories. Promise Land’s surviving elders attest that blacks and whites mostly kept to themselves beyond the formalities of housework and the crop-lien. Memories of interracial contact convey a miraculous sense of peace or, usually in the recollections of men, a subtly enforced truce. Once, when some white boys challenged the black boys to a footrace, they refused. Why poke at peace as it slept? Any tussles took place away from the girls. Some elders spoke with a slow drawl when telling me about racial enmity in Promise Land. It was as though I was asking them to recall a fantasy. They themselves had only heard about cross burnings and lynchings happening in other places.

Until the day the Promise Land School closed in the late 1950s, every teacher who had passed through the town had been black. When Papa, Kay, and their siblings went to school, the stalwart Ollie Huddleston, Promise Land’s last teacher and the only one Papa knew for the first fourteen years of his life, hobbled around the room teaching the three Rs—reading, ’riting, ’rithmetic—and leading the 4-H program that taught agricultural, domestic, and vocational skills. If the Dickson County school system hadn’t integrated in 1957, I wonder how long the Promise Land School would have stayed open, how long it would have been until Papa stepped out of that little one-room and saw how large some worlds were, how small others.

Whether or not Promise Land’s immunity from white teachers felt like a miracle, it did not begin that way. This arrangement owed something to the steady rollback of Reconstruction-era legislation. In 1869, Tennessee Democrats repealed a common school law that had standardized public education for whites and blacks across the state. Thus, individual school districts and counties—including Dickson County, to which the Promise Land School’s half-acre lot was deeded in 1899—were compelled to manage their own education systems. Promise Landers made the best of a situation intended to undermine them, which was true of so many other residents of postbellum freedom colonies like theirs. These communities often developed in response to limitations imposed by the Jim Crow system, which encompassed segregationist laws, terror campaigns, and behavioral norms that reinforced the separate status of black people.

Having been denied equitable institutional support in all areas of life because of their race, black utopians were those who sought to address such neglect with counterinstitutions and protected spaces of their own. Most crucially, black utopians believed that worldly deprivation was not the only possible fate awaiting them. Not all agreed on whether they could fully change the world into something better. They did agree, however, that the worst could, to some extent, be resisted or delayed.

Cousin Kay told me that the aura of total harmony which surrounds memories of Promise Land may have been projected, at least in part. Her father used to go into Charlotte to purchase the family’s clothes. The children and their mother stayed behind. When they needed new shoes, Kay’s daddy put their feet on pieces of cardboard and traced the shapes. He took the cardboard with him to the store and matched the outlines with the shoes. This was common enough in the South. What happened on the road between his departure and return was his secret. The children did not think to ask. Had they tried, Kay’s father likely would have told them what Granny used to say to me every time I rifled through her jewelry box in her master bedroom in Detroit, searching for coins and candies: “Quit meddling.”



As Promise Land declined in the last decades of the twentieth century, much of the remaining acreage owned by black people was heirs’ property. The original owners had died without producing a will, leaving no instructions for their descendants or next of kin about what to do with their estate. Legally, equal shares of this land were then automatically split among surviving heirs, even if they were not aware of the fact. This created an unstable situation in which black-owned land was perennially in danger of being seized by courts and sold at public auction due to unpaid taxes. (How could a person pay taxes on land they did not know they now legally owned?) It was also possible for heirs’ property to be forced out of a family because one or more of the tenants in common, aware of their fractional share, decided to sell the land’s title to an outside party. Legally, one tenant alone with a tiny share could initiate the sale of an entire property. Often the third party they sold it to was a white landowner or developer.

The problems posed by heirs’ property, which represents somewhere between one third and one half of all land owned by black people in the United States today, are legion. This legal arrangement has been one of the major contributors to black land loss over the last hundred years. As subsequent generations of tenants have children and die without writing wills, the number of heirs who may own equal shares of a single parcel increases. This often leaves people with a false sense that land which has been in their families or communities for generations will always be there, shared among the collective. But land that should, in theory, be the source of intergenerational wealth and dignity tends instead to become the fulcrum of bitter disputes.

Dreams need a place to roost, yet many forces have been marshaled against black-occupied spaces: not only the developers who initiate partition sales of heirs’ property but also discriminatory banks, tax assessors, and administrators of the United States Department of Agriculture. Historically, lynch mobs and other agents of state-sanctioned violence posed obvious threats to the land and the people who lived on it. Struggles to acquire and preserve an earthly inheritance for black communities are often as spiritual as they are legal. The maintenance of communal property can be a conscious act of resistance against forces that threaten to tear some families apart.

What animates every story that follows is my interest in the ways black people have tried to stave off loneliness and alienation by finding common causes in the world or carving out private inner sanctums. How have black people, together and alone, created good places from the various nowheres to which they have been consigned for centuries—the darky town, the ghetto, the reform school, the itinerant camp, the segregated church, the former plantation site, the riot-scarred street, and, as in my father’s case, the prison?






LETTER II: GENESIS


I came from a respectable family with no criminals in it. My father was a Detroit firefighter and an entrepreneur who originally began working at Ford. My mother worked her entire career for BellSouth, then Michigan Bell, then whoever bought them out.

I had no place in prison. I had been at the Mound Road Correctional Facility for five years. As I sat alone at a steel table in the dining hall, with steel seats bolted to the concrete floor, I prayed that God would separate me from trouble. I wasn’t what you would call a very flavorful person. I didn’t tell jokes. All I did was read legal books, type, do push-ups, work out, and exist. So, no one sitting with me made sense. I’d never been anyone’s favorite, but that day it was pronounced.

I’d asked my son’s mother to come and visit me, but she wouldn’t. She didn’t respond to me. It was the result of me not treating her correctly. In the first two years of knowing Cindy, the tone for our future was set. I should have married her. We had a hard beginning, but I took all the blame for that. That was what I carried daily—missing the family that I was supposed to have. Decisions that went the opposite of where they should have gone led to an empty, painful, shallow life. We could have had a family, been complete, raised Aaron together, and had four other children like we had planned. I’d been carrying that pain, masking it. Even after all these years, nothing has healed.

When I met Cindy, I didn’t know the value of courting a woman, saving money for marriage, choosing to only love that one woman for eternity and, most importantly, building love without wounding her. Instead, I went ahead with lust. She was beautiful and I was an unskilled thinker. If I had gotten to know Cindy, we would have established the basis for a family.

In 2002, my journey to prison began. I had lost my job. For several years, Cindy struggled to keep a distance between us while collecting child support. Our relationship had no hope of healing. There were no conversations between us, no matter how many times I tried. The stress of constant negativity grew into something that would take freedom away from me.

Life has events and it also has atmosphere. It wasn’t the events that set me on a path of destruction as much as it was the atmosphere. I had the constant feeling that nothing could be made right. Everyone in my life seemed to have become someone who didn’t like me. My entire life became about the conflict between Cindy and me. In the years after my son was born, in 1994, it became clear that no healing was going to happen between us. I managed to keep living. I went on dates. I eventually married a woman named Kelly.



I began looking for a way out of misery. I was sitting in my apartment at Wayne State University, reading a sales paper from a grocery store. I said something to my wife about what was in the paper and then decided that we should eat dinner. It was our habit to eat unhealthy, so our options were either the White Castle on Michigan Avenue or the Ram’s Horn out in Warren, a suburb of Detroit. It’s odd how choices are made, but that day I wanted to eat healthy. When we got to the corner of our street, I took a left to Ram’s Horn. Taking that left would initiate a series of similar events. My wife would soon be left, my son would be left, my daughter would be left. My life may have been very different had I gone right, off Hancock.

I pulled into the lot and parked the van right outside the kitchen in the back. I told my wife to wait in the van since it would only take a moment. When I got to the front door, I told the hostess I was there to pick up my food. As I spoke to her, I looked behind me into the parking lot. I saw an assault. Three white boys chased a Middle Eastern guy and were attempting to catch and assault him. The Middle Eastern guy was dodging them around a car.

I’m not a journalist, so I will interject my feelings as I tell you about my journey. I hate bitch-made people who don’t fight one-on-one. I’ve never respected people who think the mob mentality is all right.

I turned my attention back to the hostess. As if the fight in the parking lot wasn’t distasteful enough, the Middle Eastern guy was chased into the restaurant by the three hicks. The white guys stood at the door and held the entire crowd in the restaurant hostage. What I want the world to see is that I had never experienced any of this in my twenty-eight years in Detroit. Only in the suburbs have I ever witnessed racial hatred. A small white guy got tired of the disturbing scene after about three or four minutes. He got up and said, “This is ridiculous, I’m leaving.” The guy was walking towards the door and one of the terrorists punched him in his nose. Blood began to fall. White-on-white crime, and yet the media tries to convince us that terrorism is limited to Middle Easterners, when in fact terrorism comes from those who appear to be evangelicals.

After the bloodshed, I stared at the hostess and asked why she had not called the police instead of standing there. In the moment, I had not thought to walk through the kitchen to my van. I would not have been stopped since everyone was apparently a coward. I do remember thinking to myself, I don’t have a gun on me. The next day, I drove to the Gibraltar Trade Center and got stainless-steel knuckle knives. The blades were heavy and razor-sharp. They slid right onto my hand.

Over the next few weeks, I went to Dunham’s sporting store, or maybe it was Dick’s or MC Sports, and I bought a semi-automatic assault rifle with a banana clip and a .40-caliber Taurus. I had clearly gone overboard. I had these lethal weapons lying around the apartment. The assault gun had no bullets in it, but the handgun did. It was in its box, but those weapons should never have made it into my home with my wife.

The sad part is that I knew nothing about the law. I was supposed to learn about guns and gun safety. I did have a permit for my handgun, but no real education. My wife should not have been exposed to heavy steel. We also had a new daughter who was seven months old. My son was living with his mom in a nearby city. Life had become too heavy for me. Something was not right. There was a bad spirit in me. There was a bad spirit over me.






The Promised Land That Wasn’t


[image: ]

There is no single narrative about black utopia, which is why I could just as easily have begun this story in the Sea Islands of South Carolina, where the Union Army enabled thousands of blacks to organize their own free labor communities on former plantations during the Civil War; in the émigré settlements of Kansas and the Oklahoma Territory; or among the free colored communities of New Orleans. It is a story told from the many margins around a mythical center, a story of those who must leave their place of origin and those who have no choice but to stay. My own family’s arc and, in a sense, that of the Shrine of the Black Madonna, began in Tennessee, making it as convenient a starting point as any.

Albert Cleage, Sr., the father of the Shrine’s pastor, grew up two hundred miles east of Promise Land, near Knoxville. Born in 1883, six years after Reconstruction ended with the final withdrawal of federal troops from the South, the highly educated Cleage Sr. would leave Tennessee for the Midwest as white supremacist violence ravaged the apartheid South. This nadir was also the dawn of the modern era. Industrial capitalism and rapid urbanization were altering the nation’s economy and the composition of cities. Developments in technology and the social sciences transformed people’s relationships to work, one another, and their conceptions of a desirable collective future.

In few places was this more evident than in Detroit and its suburbs, where Henry Ford’s factories were experimenting with assembly lines for the first time and attracting thousands of laborers to work them. At the beginning of a new century, Albert Cleage, Sr., did what most Promise Landers would not do until a few decades later: he went north for once-unimaginable opportunities, to a city that became a beacon of hope for black Americans everywhere, even as its churning factories and east-side slums threatened to consume many of them. Cleage Sr. became a model race man and one of the most prominent black professionals in Detroit at the very moment it became the center of the world’s auto industry.

The diverse dreams, migrations, and collective social experiments of African Americans during and immediately after Reconstruction—as Promise Land was taking shape—often emanated from shared concerns. Visions of the future beyond a state of bondage began as refusals to accept any condition that threatened black people’s claims to personhood, economic self-determination, unregulated mobility, and unsupervised time. The textures of black utopian visions varied widely across the South, but there were recurring themes and commonly held aspirations. Many were explicitly laid out and discussed at the hundreds of state and national colored people’s conventions that took place between the 1830s and 1890s.

In Tennessee, after the Civil War, these Colored Conventions bemoaned the terror campaigns of white “pale riders”; this was the state where the Ku Klux Klan was born in 1866. (Tennessee was also where the formerly enslaved Benjamin “Pap” Singleton helped mobilize the Kansas-bound Exoduster movement in the 1870s, which marked the first mass relocation of African Americans after the Civil War.) Echoing pleas from black leaders in other states, Colored Convention delegates in Tennessee called for a nationalized education system for black children, the recognition of black men as free laborers, fair representation on juries, and, in 1876, even the creation of an all-black state that would have incorporated Tennessee, Kentucky, and Mississippi. Delegates praised the Colored People Cooperative Land and Emigrant Association in Clarksville, a couple dozen miles north of Promise Land, and encouraged freedpersons to learn German, the language of the Romantics, those idealists who had contemplated the beauty of abstract notions like Freedom and the Nation.

What was the place of the freedperson and the freeborn who yearned for the future but did not have many real models for what it might look like? Could they create something from what seemed like nothing? No matter what, the future would not resemble the past. It could not be allowed to.



In the summer of 1910, Albert Buford Cleage, the dark-skinned son of ex-slaves, listened to the complaints of other young black men on a four-decker excursion boat, the Eastern States. The Detroit & Cleve land Navigation Company boasted that its steamer fleet represented the finest “honeymoon palaces” anywhere on the Great Lakes. The Eastern States often took bridal parties between Detroit and Buffalo. Its colored quarters had thirty-two beds, many triple-bunked. The boat’s black workers, Albert among them, slept in steerage. Albert thought the Lake Erie route romantic if tiring. The other boys, however, never stopped thinking the water might change its mind about them. Distraught porters fastened on life jackets should the worst happen.

For the summer, Albert was an evening waiter among blacks whose ranks included Oberlin, Wilberforce, Howard, Indiana, and Michigan men. Two of them were Albert’s friends from medical school. During the rest of the year back home in Indianapolis, the twenty-seven-year-old was studying to become a doctor. Now he was awaiting the results of his final exam. Far away from home and his betrothed, a choir singer named Pearl Reed, Albert’s thoughts were troubled. Pearl was the product of one of the rare interracial marriages in Indianapolis. Her father was a white doctor of English descent, a man who had once rejected two of his own mixed-race sons’ pleas for financial help because, he told them, “I know nothing about you people.” He was nonetheless a person of means. As a sign of devotion to his daughter, Albert had even made the doctor’s first name, Buford, part of his own.

Although Albert was an educated man, Pearl’s mother regarded him as an unsuitable match for her daughter. He was born the youngest of five in the small east Tennessee town of Hackberry. His complexion was dark—perhaps too dark for Pearl’s mother—but he was unfailingly elegant. In one photograph from the period, he looks svelte in a long waistcoat and striped vest. A sharp part cuts through his finely combed hair, and a fist hangs from his pocket by a thumb. He was so well proportioned that one could forgive his slight hunch.

Albert frequently prayed for Pearl’s well-being and asked after her health. He spared her an engagement ring so as not to entangle her in the web of local gossips. While traveling with the navigation company, he sent Pearl sheet music of the songs he loved, and she mailed him pressed flowers in return. When Pearl visited her sisters in Benton Harbor, Michigan, Albert urged her to forget him, at least for a short while, so that her leisure would not be “marred by anxious thoughts of him who has brought naught but sorrow and discontent into your home and hardships into your life.”

As much as Pearl’s mother protested, no one could deny Albert’s uncommon achievements. He had trained at Henderson Normal and Industrial School in North Carolina before excelling at Knoxville College, where he was a decorated member of the literary society and a respected football captain. Knoxville College was one of the religiously affiliated postbellum schools that promised literary, classical, and scientific education for black people. In a book that the sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois published a decade before Albert graduated from the Indiana School of Medicine, The College-Bred Negro American, he observed that most southern black graduates were more interested in preaching and teaching than in practicing medicine or law.

Education was the fastest-growing profession for black Tennesseans after the Civil War, and by 1910, there were almost two thousand of them employed in state educational institutions. Nearly half had no high school training. Du Bois was a Fisk graduate and had been a teacher himself for two summers at the Wheeler School in Wilson County, east of Nashville. In Du Bois’s estimation, he and someone like Albert Cleage were seers. They had perceived “the Veil that hung between us and Opportunity,” outside the tiny, “half-awakened” hill communities that were so easy to mistake for the world.

There is no reason to believe Du Bois would have known about Promise Land, but I imagine he might have viewed it as one of those half-awakened towns that had less in common with Plato’s ideal Republic than with his cave—an insular place where black people could hardly imagine a more perfect reality, and which prevented them from seeing that alternatives to what they’d always known did exist. When he visited the Wheeler School again decades after teaching there, Du Bois saw most of his former pupils humbled by their life circumstances. Most had never left home. For the fortunate few who had escaped, and who were closer in age to Albert Cleage than to Du Bois, “War, Hell, and Slavery were but childhood tales.” The parents and grandparents of people like Albert were psychologically ruined, in Du Bois’s assessment, by their memories of chattel slavery. This experience had irreparably cleaved one generation from the next. Who was left to imitate? Borrowers of other people’s names? Refugees who had known too many states and homes? Women and men whose backs were patchworks of scars?

Albert was determined to be something new. Before his stint aboard the Eastern States, he had written to Pearl in May 1910: “This is a time you know where the most important material questions of my life must be met and settled and when I realize that to a very large degree my success in life depends upon the wisdom of my choice it makes me over anxious and perhaps a bit worried—the great question is:—where shall I locate and where does the greatest success await me?”

When Albert graduated from medical school later that summer, he did so with the second-highest score among test takers, which included whites, and secured an appointment with the Indianapolis dispensary as a house doctor and ambulance surgeon. He wrote to Pearl with the good news in August 1910: “Tomorrow I shall become a gentleman of title & hereafter shall be considered by the world—doctor—but to you I hope to always remain—just Albert.” One month later, on September 29, the marriage of Dr. Albert Buford Cleage to Ms. Pearl Reed was noted in the Indianapolis Star. A reverend wed them in the presence of their families.

For their honeymoon, the couple embarked on a grand tour of the South, beginning at the Appalachian Exposition in Knoxville’s sprawling Chilhowee Park. Inspired by previous world’s fairs, the Appalachian Expo of 1910 suggested that the prospects for “New Negroes” like Albert and Pearl were improving in the modern era. The moral disorder that had defined the Civil War years could not be allowed to take root again. At the expo, conservationists called for trees, soils, and streams to be protected. Reformers argued that child labor should finally be abolished. Medical professionals predicted that the spread of diseases such as cancer and tuberculosis would be staunched. The expo gave many people their first sightings of airplanes and zeppelins, technological marvels that demonstrated a world coming of age.

If the world was going to be a better place for white men and women to live in, perhaps the same would be true for black folk as well. It was not only the white people of Appalachia who were on the cusp of new conceptions of themselves, but also the blacks on the edge of Chilhowee Park who congregated around their solitary building. Though the Cleages likely missed the expo’s Colored People’s Day—filled as it was with speeches from ministers and suffragists and long parades of fraternal and sororal orders—they would have visited the Negro Building. It was two stories of stucco on a hill north of the lake in Chilhowee Park, from which Albert and Pearl would have seen the timbered crests of the Smoky Mountains.

The spirit of Booker T. Washington’s emphasis on vocational work was evident in the Negro Building, where exhibitions highlighted advancements in blacksmithing, dressmaking, printing, agriculture, masonry, horticulture, and literature. Albert and Pearl, climbing a double stairway to the mezzanine, would have overlooked the exhibition space and two hospital rooms furnished by doctors from Knoxville College, Albert’s alma mater, who were there to provide medical services for anyone who needed them.

The influence of Knoxville College’s successful black graduates was so obvious in the contained world of the Negro Building that Albert could hardly have missed the implication: wherever he settled, it would be his job to advance the general welfare of his people. He was a southern highlander about to turn his gaze north, the hybrid heir of Du Bois’s idealism and Booker T. Washington’s pragmatic embrace of self-help. In the Negro Building, Albert was as a prince visiting his principality. If we imagine that the official history of the Appalachian Exposition had devoted more than one paragraph to the presence of black people there, and if we could prune away everything but that lone building on the lakefront, we might say that fair was made for someone just like him.



The following July, while traveling in Detroit, Albert Sr. dashed off a fawning note to one “Master A.B. Cleage, Jr.,” who loved ones would call Toddy: “Did not forget you were 4 weeks old yesterday and tomorrow you will be one month. My, but you are getting old fast.” Albert Cleage, Jr., the first child of an eventual seven, was born on June 13, 1911, at the family’s home in Indianapolis. By the time his son turned one, Albert Sr. was still writing letters home to Indiana as he traveled elsewhere in the Midwest. Then a fortuitous bit of news came from Kalamazoo, Michigan. There was an opening for a town doctor. It wasn’t so strange for the notice to make its way to Indianapolis. Many black people who had moved to Kalamazoo around the time of the Civil War had come from this part of the Ohio Valley.

Kalamazoo had a small black population and had been receptive to abolitionist sentiment—all reasons, perhaps, for its reputedly peaceful character. The Cleages relocated to Kalamazoo in 1912, where Albert Sr. opened his first private practice. He quickly became one of Kalamazoo’s most prominent black professionals. He was made honorary vice president of the local Freedmen’s Progress Commission by 1915, a Jubilee year that marked five decades since Emancipation. It was a year of plenty. A family friend, a dentist, encouraged the Cleages to take up where there were greater opportunities for black people of their stature, at the spinning heart of the modern world.

And so the Cleages arrived in Detroit the year before its Urban League opened in 1916. The city was about to undergo an enormous population boom that culminated in Detroit becoming one of the country’s top manufacturing centers. Henry Ford’s River Rouge com plex, which opened west of downtown in 1917, was not the city’s only architectural marvel. Some of its theaters, shopping centers, banks, and hotels, as well as its towering central train station, were hailed as world wonders. The Cleages hadn’t been in the city four years before Albert Sr. and twenty-nine other black doctors bought a three-story house on the east side that they converted into Detroit’s first black hospital, Dunbar Memorial.

Overextended and prone to heart flurries as he was, Albert Sr. belonged to the emergent class of black leaders who chartered institutions to secure housing, job training, and other services for newly arrived migrants from the South. The essential work of black professionals would make many of them, including Albert Sr., mainstays in the Detroit Tribune’s Society & Woman’s page. They constituted the rarefied group that dined at fine restaurants such as Le Plaisir et Culture, played bridge at the Frogs’ Club, and threw sumptuous dinners in one another’s honor. Like many black leaders of his economic and social standing, Albert Sr. was a practitioner of race work, an approach to social welfare that promoted the virtues of self-help and mutual aid within black communities (many progressive settlement houses, welfare agencies, and social work training institutes barred blacks from entry).

What did it matter in this new age that a co-founder of a hospital was the son of slaves? With the proper education and moral upbringing, any child of former bondspersons could now earn their keep and drink from delicate glassware. The Cleages’ spacious home on Detroit’s west side looked like a watchtower. It was in the Tireman neighborhood, where members of the black middle class were starting to find much better housing than what was available on the east side, where poor blacks, European Jews, and other immigrants lived in inhospitable conditions. Pearl worried over her husband’s demanding schedule. Albert Jr. sometimes joined him on assorted house calls. His father liked to prod him about political subjects, hoping to spark debate. When this happened, Pearl, along with Albert Jr.’s younger siblings—Louis, Henry, Hugh, Barbara, Gladys, and tiniest Anna—listened raptly or disappeared into the house.



Albert Jr. was a serious-minded lover of art, music, and books, with his mother’s light complexion. He wore white blouses and trousers. When he opened his mouth, he tended to speak at length. The mama’s boy adopted Pearl’s sense of piety. He took great pride in his family and would later defend his father against accusations from some corners of the black community that he was a typical race man, hardworking but overly comfortable. Some were disturbed by Albert Sr.’s affiliation with Charles Bowles, who briefly served as Detroit’s mayor in 1930 and had once received political support from the Ku Klux Klan.

Bowles had offered Albert Sr. the position of police surgeon, but white resistance compelled the mayor to assign him the role of city physician instead. Albert Sr.’s appointment as Detroit’s first black city doctor was a minor scandal. Recently fired white garbage workers accused the mayor and his public works commissioner of trying to replace white city workers with blacks. It was not personal, Bowles assured them, but most of the city’s welfare cases were colored. Who better to serve in a public health role than a black man who had proven his ability to point other members of his race to jobs?

The position gave Albert Sr. a handsome salary and a car just as the Great Depression was beginning. It also cemented the Cleages’ status as socialites. The Cleages would be flattered by a series of white mayors. Pearl and Albert Sr. appeared at Sigma Gamma Rho debutante balls and Iota Boule events. They were renowned hosts, especially of Albert Sr.’s friends from Knoxville College, itself representative of the New Negro ethos that had been shaping black middle-class notions of success since the Reconstruction period. It was not unusual to spot a visitor’s Studebaker outside the Cleage residence. At meetings of the West Side Human Relations Council, a civic club, Albert Sr. and Pearl lectured on the importance of good home environments. They spoke in support of nurseries for black children and gave speeches on the problem of juvenile delinquency.

This was life for Albert Jr., who was raised knowing how to smile and dress like other monied black people. The Cleage children were taught to be mannered. Hugh was the same deep chestnut as Albert Sr., and Louis was the spectacled aesthete. Gladys, with her ruddy cheeks and prominent chin, was the clear compromise between her mother’s and father’s traits. Barbara’s elongated face was a stage for her smart brows. Henry’s and Anna’s sharply relieved features made them the most classically beautiful of the brood. Albert Jr.’s drowsy eyes contained some of the inexhaustible humor that made his brashness more tolerable.

From 1915 on, one could often find high-society blacks like the Cleages vacationing in Idlewild—Michigan’s “Black Eden”—one of the largest resorts for black people in the country before the heydays of Oak Bluffs and Aquinnah on Martha’s Vineyard or Sag Harbor in Long Island. Albert Jr. had been going since he was a boy. His family was beautiful in Idlewild’s light. They broke the surface of Lake Idlewild with oars that frightened the minnows and baby bass. Horses grazed near stables owned by a blind veteran of the Spanish-American War. Rowboats and cottages had names, and in the winter, one could ski over the frozen lake or trek to the peaks of nearby Caberfae. The Cleages rented a cottage here until the Second World War, at which point one of Albert Jr.’s brothers purchased a lot and built a house.

Albert Jr. could enjoy his family’s scenic Idlewild get-togethers only to a point. Years before the sociologist E. Franklin Frazier wrote about the “black bourgeoisie” in his 1957 book of the same name—a text that would become a touchstone for Albert Jr.—Cleage fils had expressed wariness about his own upbringing. He did not ignore the blatant tension between his privileged life and the misfortunes that many other blacks in Detroit faced. In this way, Albert Jr. took after his spiritual leader at the family church, Plymouth Congregational.

Reverend Horace White, who became Plymouth’s pastor in 1938, was an Oberlin graduate and member of the National Negro Congress (NNC), a workers’ organization founded during the Depression by leaders who had progressive, Socialist, and Communist leanings. The NNC was one of the few militant organizations of the period that advocated for organized labor movements among the black working class, along with the civil liberties that groups such as the NAACP and Urban League were calling for. The NNC arose in part to compensate for the shortcomings of New Deal policies whose advantages did not always reach the most vulnerable black populations.

In his sermons, White drew on the headlines of the day and books other than the Bible, including novels such as Richard Wright’s Native Son. In the 1930s, he became known for criticizing Henry Ford’s relationship with some of Detroit’s black pastors in the pages of the liberal magazine Christian Century. According to Ford’s patronage system, those pastors who wanted their parishioners to obtain decent jobs at Ford Motor Co. would need to limit their criticisms of the industrialist. White blamed these pastors for letting themselves become tools in the hands of “King Ford.” He accused Ford of owning Detroit’s black churches as surely as he owned any factory, diluting whatever salvific power they had left in an age marked by corporate greed, economic devastation, and the chronic suffering of the poor and oppressed.

In later years, White’s tenure as a Michigan state representative and head of the Detroit NAACP’s housing commission gave Albert Jr. one of his early models of a leader in the Social Gospel tradition. He was no Sundays-only Christian who offloaded the worldly concerns of his parishioners onto a higher power. What clear-eyed man of God in industrial Detroit could truly believe that progress was inevitable? One only had to look to the Black Bottom neighborhood on the east side for proof to the contrary.

Depression-era Detroit did not resemble the City on a Hill that its architects wanted it to be as much as it did a Promised Land that had failed to live up to its potential. By virtue of his father’s station, Albert Jr. had been insulated from the east-side ghettoes for most of his life. After studying sociology at Fisk University in Nashville and then at Detroit City College, he was exposed to the living conditions of impoverished blacks as a caseworker. In July 1938, Albert Jr. passed a civil service exam for a position in Detroit’s overburdened welfare department. Firehouses were serving as supplementary welfare stations since the city’s eight benefits offices couldn’t handle everything on their own.

When Albert Jr. joined the department, there were almost 12,000 black people on the city’s welfare rolls. Most of them were laid-off autoworkers. The welfare department had been disgraced because of accusations that the police were given illegal access to confidential client records. There were also reports of dole chiselers defrauding the department of its dwindling money. The director of the Works Progress Administration and Welfare Department of the UAW-CIO predicted that further reductions in funding would lead to an acute crisis for the poor in Detroit.

Albert Jr. soon quit his job. It became clear that piecemeal reforms would not ultimately bring about the kingdom of God on earth. He was more likely to accomplish something as president of Plymouth Congregational’s Junior League, then one of Detroit’s most socially active church youth organizations. Under Albert Jr.’s supervision, young men and women learned about the realities of unemployment and the rising tide of fascism in Europe. They heard their mentor call for the city’s blacks to support unionization efforts at Ford Motor Co.

In another life, had he not seen it with his own eyes, perhaps Albert Jr. would have believed what white progressive reformers said about Detroit’s black- and immigrant-inhabited east side: that it was a godless Land of Nod, full of brothels and licentiousness. But from the vantage of his social class, he saw how easily such elitist narratives had enabled the black bourgeoisie (a good many of them churchgoing) to turn away from the suffering of their downtrodden brethren. Albert Jr. saw his own face in the mirror of the high-society colored papers. Who was worse off? The poor in their ghetto enclaves or the spiritually dead black ghosts arrayed in tassels and silk, pursuing their own individual fortunes? The lines between these groups were thin, the boundaries more porous than perhaps they first appeared. As dapper as he was, Albert Jr. was still the grandson of slaves.

Years later, during the early years of his pastorate, Albert Jr. would ask himself in the margins of a scrap of paper whether he and all black people should be called aliens or the lost and the damned or snakes in the garden of Eden. He would wonder whether black people were alienable at all, which would assume they were not already at the far edges of social life. He considered himself an alienist—one who studies the lives of those who felt themselves apart. If the United States was in some ways an unfriendly foreign country for blacks who had been forced to engineer their own institutions and folkways to survive, was it more accurate to call them American strangers, dwellers, or merely inhabitants?






Black Bottom
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The central tenet of what would come to be known in the 1960s as black liberation theology—the decades-long enactment of which would be Albert Cleage, Jr.’s lasting contribution to the American utopian tradition—is that holiness starts from below, in the experiences and aspirations of the disinherited. Those whom white society has deemed little more than dirt are, in truth, the rich loam of the garden, in which God’s emancipatory promises will bear fruit. By embracing the notion that their visions of an ideal life were worth pursuing, the disinherited could find not only freedom outside of Egypt but great abundance as well. Cleage Jr.’s theology would have more to say than “black is beautiful.” Its radical purpose was to convince all black people, religious or not, that they already possessed the means for their own transcendence, though it would necessitate constant struggle to cultivate and maintain them.

For black Americans to rise above their current condition, they first needed to become iconoclasts. They needed to realize that the gods and values they had inherited from white society were false idols. Black people had to become heretics in the eyes of their oppressors, taking control of the institutions and images that had for so long been deemed holy by a white majority and inverting them. Profaning the hallowed beliefs of the dominant society would perhaps loosen their hold on black people’s imaginations, enabling their own self-regard, mutual recognition, and a redefinition of the sacred.

When Albert Cleage, Jr., became a social worker in Detroit, he was thirty years out from making the controversial claim for which he is best remembered—that the historical Christ was a black man—but already he was developing an idea for himself of what the divine was not. If the God of Israel was one that would always protect the meek and usher them to freedom out of slavery, then surely that god did not sympathize with the industrial-capitalist class that exerted such power over Detroit’s black communities. In the modern age, where else would God reside but in the most overlooked of places, the slumlands?



Detroit’s poor, overcrowded Black Bottom neighborhood, which in the early 1950s would become one of the country’s first casualties of urban development, was a place where liberal dreams of gradual progress languished and died. It was here that the artist Glanton Dowdell was born in 1923 to parents who came up from Georgia during the first wave of the Great Migration. Today, outside of the Shrine of the Black Madonna, Glanton is remembered mainly by a small number of historians, art collectors, and surviving family members, along with a dwindling pool of black nationalists who knew him in the 1960s and ’70s and an indeterminate number of people in Sweden, where he fled into exile in 1969 and lived until his death in 2000. In Europe, he became an international symbol of the black American revolution and a testament to the unceasing fight against fascism, imperialism, and capitalism around the world.

Like many other figures associated with the Shrine, Glanton Dowdell is largely absent from histories of America’s countercultural and black liberation movements. His brief association with Albert Cle age, Jr., in the waning years of the 1960s shaped black nationalist activity in Detroit when the city was a focus of national attention following the 1967 rebellion. When Glanton painted the Detroit Shrine’s chancel mural of a Black Madonna and Child earlier that year, he created one of the most galvanizing images to come out of the black counterculture. The painting became the symbol of Cleage’s Black Christian Nationalist movement, giving generations of black people a visual point of reference for a new conception of themselves.

Glanton was not a God-fearing member of the Shrine, but he used the church as a springboard for finding his place in the wider world. When he realized that the black revolutions in his own country were foundering, he chose to go elsewhere. The utopian’s dilemma has always been whether to fall in line for the sake of the group or to prioritize the sanctity of one’s own needs. Glanton became the archetypal fugitive who saw, or forced himself to believe, that many paths were available even when fortune did not seem to favor him.

As I tried to piece together Glanton’s story from the traces he left behind—an unfinished memoir, his many portraits of black life, his family and friends in Europe and the United States, and a mural that expanded the meaning of the sacred for scores of black people—I found that his biography at times defied conventional notions of truth and fiction. He told lies to hide himself. He was determined to stay off any kind of map I could easily read. In Black Bottom, where Glanton was raised by his mother and grandmother, Ruby and Annie, he had to choose whether to stay or to leave. When he chose to run, he was not racing toward something better, just something different than what he had known.
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In one of Glanton’s earliest memories, a white doctor who employed his mother, Ruby, parked a Cadillac in front of their tenement on St. Antoine and Palmer with a dead black bear splayed across the hood. Without delay, Grandmamma Annie ordered Ruby’s boyfriend and another tenant to bring it up three flights of stairs. Children followed, squealing and prodding the beast. Other men puffed on cigarettes as they watched. By the time Annie’s helpers brought the bear through a narrow hall onto a back porch, she had already laid down sheaves of newspapers. Glanton sat silently atop a box out of the way as the men hung the bear from its hind legs while his grandmother and a bevy of women tied their hair and aprons. Annie removed a set of knives from flannel wrap. The women sliced between the animal’s hide and flesh. Its innards plunked onto the covered floor. All parts but the head and paws were boiled in massive black pots, jarred, and distributed to neighbors. Glanton and the other kids played outside in the meantime, caping themselves with the bloody bear hide and riling the dogs.

Glanton would remember the smells of kerosene, camphorated oil, and burning coal in his childhood home, as well as the scratching of the mean rat hordes that pulsed behind walls and under floorboards. Lovett Dowdell, Glanton’s father, had come to Detroit from Americus, Georgia, to work in a car factory. Long before the stock market crash, Lovett enjoyed one of the best jobs a black man could have at the time before he received a notice of dismissal. Smallpox killed him in 1924, nine months after Glanton was born.

Annie had come up from Okefenokee in southern Georgia to watch the baby as his mother toiled in other people’s homes. She quickly made their white frame house into a waystation for migrants from small Georgia towns who were looking for work, food, or lodging in one of the Midwest’s industrial cities when there was little of any of that for black folk. Family from Cordele, Americus, and St. Petersburg sent up the crated hogs and citrus that turned their home into a soup kitchen, along with the hundred-pound sacks of cornmeal, flour, and beans that Ruby’s boyfriend retrieved from who knew where.

Although it was not true, the boy thought his grandmother was old enough to have witnessed the Jubilee celebrations of the newly emancipated. She was a midwife who sheltered battered wives and a healer who took in survivors of botched abortions. Eventually, the family sent for Annie’s elder sister, Sarah, bringing her up from Okefenokee as her mind declined. Sarah shouted questions in one room and shuffled into another to answer them. Lodgers watched without knowing how to help or what to say as Annie wrung out her fouled bedsheets, set a bath, and scrubbed her down under the glow of a lamp like she would also do for the boy.

The stories Annie told Glanton about Okefenokee sometimes made the town sound like heaven on earth, but also pointed to what he later described in his memoir as “the ever present horror just beyond the borders of our peaceful and vulnerable we-group.” When Glanton was small, Annie often held him on her hip, which would one day make him think of Auguste Rodin’s powerful sculptures. She poked ashes around in the early morning to rekindle fires, sewed buttons on the boy’s clothes, snapped beans, plucked chickens, and in a darkened room smoked tobacco that she had somehow scavenged during the daytime when Glanton could have sworn she was doing other chores.

In these years of lack, Ruby would powder her face and put on lipstick and mascara for the rent parties she went to with her man Sam. Draped in a black floral kimono or a hand-me-down dress from one of her employers, she looked forward to dancing the Charleston and the Mess Around. Rhinestones framed her wrists, amber hung from her ears, and when Glanton told his mother how pretty she was, she looked at him hard before her coolness warmed. Ruby’s beauty and Annie’s ability to multiply fishes and loaves blinded Glanton to the fears of adults who huddled around stoves outside and stared at nothing.

The boy was known to ride the trolley past Hastings Street’s shopfronts. As a seven-year-old, he had memorized the faces of prostitutes and turned over in his mind the still life of a dead man on the sidewalk. The thought of getting home too late—walking past neighbors who shouted, “What he need is a killin’!”—made his backside sting in anticipation of a plaited clothesline. Most of Glanton’s days were spent trying to avoid the wrath of someone who loved him too much to let him rip and roar without consequence. He made games out of slipping away from Annie’s near-omniscient gaze, Ruby’s concerned rages, and the hard scrub brush and P&G soap used to wash away the dirt from his skin. For a while, he did not think about leaving Black Bottom. The neighborhood had given him so much. It was “this wondrous, geographical ribbon [that] shielded me, nourished me.” Where was there to go? For now, all he knew were the aromas of hoecakes and moonshine tonic, the sight of mattresses swollen with urine and chinches.

In the alleys, men whom Glanton called “shadow people” played craps. The boy had a vague sense that the things these men talked about—pink slips, layoffs, breadlines, evictions—were what had made them shadows in the first place. He was hearing these words frequently around the winter of 1931, when diphtheria, scarlet fever, and consumption galloped through the neighborhood. Before he was ten years old, Glanton knew how to maneuver small coffins as a pallbearer for children struck down by polio and spinal meningitis. There were kids all over the place who limped as they played and raced even though they were fitted with braces. Annie made Glanton wear an asafetida necklace. When he became deliriously ill with pneumonia, he was treated with potions, alcohol baths, and the laying on of hands by people his family helped feed. Black Bottom lost some of its communal mother wit when the Depression came. People sank into lonely foxholes. Booze was “twisting and contorting an almost unbearable reality into something not quite as severe, not quite so final,” Glanton remembered, keeping the illusion of a horizon alive by blurring everything else, including the road one had to follow to get there.

That distant horizon did not guarantee a better tomorrow. It wasn’t so much a destination as a thing “abstract and awful [which] was hovering menacingly overhead and approaching.” By 1933, Glanton had learned from listening to adults talk in barbershops, in front of pool halls, on the corners, and around the kitchen table that the loss of one’s livelihood caused a contagious grief in the “we-group” of Black Bottom. Glanton was ten years old, but he had no more time for clipping out Lucky Bucks from the Sunday kiddie comics. To earn real money, he sold bottles, copper wire, rags, aluminum, and brass to junk dealers. He and the other black boys watched the hustlers at Eastern Market ply their trade and became their informal apprentices. They carried grocery bags, cleaned around the stands, loaded produce, and scrapped with immigrant boys over turf. Glanton brought home as much as seven dollars on weekends.

The money from hustling was more of a constant in these years than some of the people who came into the boy’s life. He met a solitary, twenty-one-year-old factory worker named Virgil, who moved into his family’s building. Virgil kept his flat clean. His wavy hair was parted to the side in a way that made him look like Joe Louis. He played the blues on his guitar for Glanton, singing “Balling the Jack” and “My Blue Heaven.”

There was a black cop—a “coon killa”—who stalked the tenements after white men gave him a badge. The cop had heard that Virgil was handing out union literature in front of the River Rouge factory and came by telling him to publicly burn the pamphlets. With Glanton watching in the room with him, Virgil refused. He tried to run. Two shots in the back from the cop’s revolver sent him the rest of the way down the tenement stairs. During the funeral service at Bethel AME, Glanton asked himself what kind of man Virgil must have been for white autoworkers and their wives to come weep beside blacks. What did those pamphlets say?

An aura of foreboding enveloped Glanton. He wondered aloud to Annie whether he was a soothsayer. “I get a feelin’ somethin’ gon’ happen ’fore it happens,” he told her. “Honest.” His prophecies spoke to a limited set of outcomes that were more obvious to those with limited choices. It was a dubious gift. The boy reached an age when Annie felt she needed to remind him that suffering was not his unique cross to carry. She told him about the white men back in Georgia who had mutilated the genitals of her second husband for refusing to give away their beloved mule. This miserable image haunted Glanton. It was all he could think about for a time. He was eleven years old. He needed a new way of measuring the worth of a life beyond the fact of mere survival.



There was once a time when Glanton believed in God. He remembered kneeling as a boy, clasping his hands together, reciting the Lord’s Prayer, and arguing with an invisible presence. One Sanctified Right Reverend in Black Bottom, a small bald man who was always chewing on the food stuck between his gold teeth, heard that the boy could paint. His family had encouraged this skill in him. Even Ruby’s boyfriend brought him paper and pads for him to draw his favorite movie characters—Popeye, Felix the Cat, and the cowboys played by the actor Tom Mix. A half dozen neighbors would crowd into Ruby’s bedroom to admire his artistry.

The Right Reverend asked if the boy could paint a crucified Christ above his altar. For sixty bucks, Glanton figured he could. The sour face the reverend made at the thought of paying the boy a commission gave him his model for Christ’s agony. The Right Reverend was a jackleg who almost succeeded in scamming Glanton out of his money, until Ruby’s boyfriend intervened.

Someone would need to prime the wall with white paint first and bring him brushes, linseed oil, cans of paint, turpentine, and scaffolding. He worked a week of school nights, drawing, scaling, and enjoying the time alone. When the Crucifixion was done, one woman hung a veil over the mural until the next Sunday morning, when the covering came down with a rush of amens and tambourine jangles. It isn’t clear whether Glanton made his own Christ black. How many of the congregants knew about the mural Marcus Garvey had enshrined during a canonization ceremony at Harlem’s Liberty Hall a year after the boy was born, in 1924? That image showed a black Christ and Virgin Mary, giving weight to a claim that the AME bishop and black nationalist Henry McNeal Turner made in a 1898 sermon: “Every race of people who have attempted to describe their God by words, or by paintings, or by carvings, or any other form or figure, have conveyed the idea that the God who made them and shaped their destinies was symbolized in themselves, and why should not the Negro believe that he resembles God?”

Glanton’s work on the mural brought neighbors to his home with pictures of their newborns and their dead, seeking portraits of their own. One middle-aged man whose daughter died suddenly at eighteen invited Glanton to accompany him to the mortuary for a session. The boy would have to use the only picture the father had of her as a reference, taken when she was nine, to imagine her light brown eyes. Glanton was only a child. He wanted to help the man and was not afraid of the dead, but he grew uneasy at the thought of using a corpse as his model. Almost more nauseating was the prospect of telling the father no, when a cardinal rule of his upbringing had been, he wrote, “to do any and everything within reason to ease the suffering of those in mourning.” It was decided that a photographer would capture the daughter’s face in her casket, giving him a model to work from. An image was nothing if not a bridge, a transitional stage between the imagination and lived reality.






No One Starved in California


One of Glanton’s downstairs neighbors, a fifteen-year-old girl, was surrounded one day by a dozen mourners after her two-month-old daughter was discovered dead in her crib. The bite marks and discolored bloating were the horrid work of rats. Neither Black Bottom’s slumlords nor Detroit’s board of public health were going to do anything about the rodents, so the community organized the Great Rat Hunt in vengeance.

The boys reveled in blood sport, pushing nails into broomsticks after church one Sunday and goring the rats for two cents apiece. Or they held them over small fires so that the fetid roasting stench brought the other rats screaming out of the houses into an open trap. Dogs lunged. The boys speared and clubbed. The girls watched in contentment and most of the adults, though shaking their heads, did not protest.

A circle of neighborhood women cornered the shop owner who was paying the boys to deliver dead rats into a wooden barrel behind the barbershop. They demanded that he stop encouraging Glanton, one of the most zealous exterminators. Glanton did not forgive the women for taking away his livelihood. From the rat hunt’s proceeds, he had been able to buy himself a BB gun, silk stockings for Ruby, a new pipe for Annie, and a cigarette lighter for Sam.

Ruby thought her son, with his bony body, ashy knees, and possum claws, was becoming half-rabid. She knew he scrounged through garbage and sold coal that the boys stole from freight cars, tossing as many pounds as they could into gunnysacks. His grades in school were suffering, but he had many skills—an acrobat’s agility, an artist’s attentiveness. None of them, his teacher said, were especially useful.



Tales like “The Ballad of Casey Jones” and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn lost their mystique for Glanton as he began embarking on his own journeys. He caught rides for fun on freight cars going to the glass factory on the Detroit River. The formula was easy: ride, jump off when it felt right, walk back home. One day the train started moving too fast. Glanton could not leap down, so he stayed on top as the locomotive left familiar places behind and rattled past “vast industrial complexes that spewed smoke and fire.”

The speed of the journey peeled the ghetto from Glanton’s eyes and replaced clapboard houses with a landscape of farms and tree-studded fields. Daylight submitted to the dark. The train stopped hours later in Chicago’s Central Yard. Uncertain of how to get home, he tried another train only to push deeper south into Illinois, to East St. Louis. Blacks in the train yard’s tent city, the Jungle, advised him not to go to the police unless he was willing to risk the workhouse.

The Jungle was the only place many of its inhabitants were allowed to live without being harassed by the authorities. The encampment had its share of troubadours, vaudevillian comics, and jig dancers. Glanton’s no-hands backward flips were celebrated here much like his drawings were back home. He overheard some blacks and whites in the Jungle speak reverently of one place—the “new world” of California—where “lodging was provided, and even if not, the weather was warm and sunny all year round with grapes and citrus fruit growing up by the side of the road.” Those who could make it past railroad detectives, vigilantes, and the police could find themselves under the protection of the Associated Farmers of California. Their pamphlets of smiling field workers promised work for every able-bodied person.

No one starved in California, the boy thought, not heeding the warnings of travelers who passed through the Jungle on their way east. They said California was “a land of slavery and betrayed hope” where the Associated Farmers—nothing like the union that Virgil had advertised outside River Rouge—made women and children into widows and orphans. Glanton did not think about how many people were trying to reach Detroit as hard as he was now trying to leave it behind. He had not wanted much until he left Black Bottom, and he hadn’t meant to leave.

“If there were riches to be got in California, and my folks were as poor as they said,” Glanton later wrote, “I’d be less than a man-child not to pull my weight.” A man-child was someone who left home with good intentions and didn’t know the way back. A concerned young mother in the Jungle promised Glanton that she would send Ruby the letter he wrote for her: Mother, the people here say there is a lot of money to be made in California. I know we need money so I am going out there to make some. The woman tried telling him, “California ain’t goin’ nowhere, and you got plenty time to grow up and get there,” but he and many others in the camp were too far gone in their reveries. Glanton had been there only a few days.

Jungle children from Tennessee, West Virginia, and Pennsylvania whose fathers died from black lung, consumption, and mine explosions were, like the adults, riveted by “visions of the Garden of Eden to be found in California.” Communing with dispossessed farmers and industrial laborers, Glanton adopted their fantasies as his own. “This crackling enthusiasm was a self administered placebo against the onslaught of hopelessness. Instead, I became infected with the dream and drawn into a not very wise commitment.”

A man named Zeke, who volunteered to accompany Glanton as he also went west for a job he didn’t yet have, hoped that the journey would show the child something. “You will soon learn, boy, not too late, I hope, that everything that’s said isn’t necessarily so.”

From a rail yard, Zeke and Glanton spotted their freight train as it bore out of the east, blowing black smoke into a purple sky. Once Zeke helped Glanton into an empty boxcar, the boy had to square the exhilaration of independence with pangs of homesickness. They shared a car with a white boy around Glanton’s age who had fled an orphanage in Delaware after he had been beaten and sterilized. Was this what bred amity between the races? Union literature and universal misery that always seemed to be running away from itself? Glanton and the boy mused about where they were going and imagined “unlimited opportunities in a state that needed bodies.” They watched the plains and mountains go by. Eventually, Glanton cradled his head between his knees and slept.



He suddenly felt the warmth of floodlights. Another train yard. Men charged the tracks with clubs, axe handles, and shotguns. Glanton scrambled out of the freight car to hide beneath a truck. Where were Zeke and the white boy? A flashlight on his face and a round of kicks to his side convinced Glanton that this was not a dream. First there was a paddy wagon and then, in a strange building, Glanton was sprinkled with white powder. It had something to do with the spreading of lice.

He sought an explanation from the kind but distant nursing staff. Had he made it to California? Yes, though not exactly the land of his dreams. He was in Los Angeles, in a holding center for vagabond children. Those whose families could not be found would be placed in foster homes. Fortunately, Glanton knew his address by heart, even if he did not know the route home. There was nothing to do except send him back east. Now he was like one of the travelers who had warned the Jungle’s dreamers. On the four-day bus ride home, one of the driv ers referred to Glanton as a runaway. Glanton didn’t believe this was true. Runaways fled hell. He was racing toward paradise.

When he returned to Detroit, dozens of Glanton’s neighbors met him at the bus station. There was no shouting, only relieved tears. Glanton was surprised to learn that a letter to Ruby from the young mother he had met in the Jungle was sufficient insurance against his family’s wrath. The letter explained everything the boy was trying to do for his loved ones. They now asked one thing of him: to accept the Lord as his personal savior so that, should he ever decide to do something so stupid again, he would at least be in God’s hands. That Sunday, the pastor preached a sermon on the Prodigal Son, impressing upon the once-lost child that “just as the family is a collection of single souls, so is our community a collection of single families.” Annie put it in more vivid terms during the service. She told Glanton that the finger which is cut off from the hand will rot even as the hand heals.

“I just wish to say to you all that the truth is right at the end of your arms,” the pastor cried. “When vanity, greed and folly tempt you to leave the circle of family, church and community—to leave the hallowed circle of loved ones, look to your hand and remember the profound words of Sister Annie.”

Glanton quit vagabonding. He fell in with some of the older kids who stole meat from the delivery trucks outside butcher shops. They had seen Glanton’s little scrawny self run and knew nobody could catch him. Could he distract a driver long enough for the others to strip the truck of its contents? Sure. Over time, the boys stole hundreds of dollars’ worth of prime beef. The Russell Street Gang met in the attic of a yellow frame house where they smoked and played dominoes. Hanging around the older boys yielded luxuries Glanton had never known: salami loaves, smoked hocks, cans of corned beef. Bullies at school stopped teasing and then avoided him altogether. Most children did, in fact, including Glanton’s friends. Their families barred them from spending any more time with a boy who must have been up to no good with that thieving ragtag.

[image: ]
In 1938, the same year Albert Cleage, Jr., accepted that social work would never fundamentally improve conditions in Detroit’s ghettoes, Glanton was fifteen and growing fiercer. When a white man raped an eleven-year-old neighborhood girl, Glanton found him and stabbed him with an ice pick. There was enough blood to scare the boy into thinking he had killed a grown man. The scene reminded him of the Great Rat Hunt. Ruby wiped the white man’s blood from Glanton’s face and neck with a wet towel at the kitchen table. Given the seriousness of what he’d done, she was being uncharacteristically tender.



Glanton stopped thinking of his robberies as criminal. “By now I instinctively knew that the game rules known as laws were conceived to provide me and mine with a crippling handicap. Maneuvering through, around and over these restrictions entailed risks, but risks, for me, were a fact of life.” He was sitting on an unusable war chest of more than one thousand dollars, money that may as well have been Lucky Bucks since no one in his household would have knowingly let him spend the ill-gotten cash on them.

In his barbershop, Glanton heard about the National Negro Con gress, which the Socialist labor advocate A. Philip Randolph of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters was leading. One brother in the barbershop shared NNC literature with Glanton and brought him to a local chapter meeting where, to the boy’s surprise, young white immigrants from Europe were in attendance alongside blacks. The reading material Glanton had been given had the same magical effect as Virgil’s union pamphlets.

Did the boy’s Communist sympathies begin here? Communist Party members made up a small part of the NNC. A. Philip Randolph criticized Party leaders as opportunists who were often insensitive to the racialized struggles of black Americans, and he would leave the organization in 1940 over concerns that Communist ideology was incompatible with the organic growth of black mass movements. Initially, however, he wanted the NNC to be a popular front for blacks of many political persuasions, including Communists, so long as the pursuit of black civil and economic rights was their priority.

Did Glanton hear one of the trade unionist brothers call for robust unemployed councils, the passage of a federal anti-lynching bill, collective bargaining rights, or a shift in the tax burden from the poor to the rich? Would he have learned that his neighbors dreamed about the creation of a Farmer-Labor Party, consumer cooperatives where people could “buy black,” a declaration of rights for black Americans, or an interracial coalition against the creep of fascism?

For at least the last ten years, ever since the black Bolshevik Harry Haywood called for global black self-determination at the Sixth Congress of the Communist International in Moscow, some black Americans from the Cotton Belt to the Manufacturing Belt started to see themselves as members of an oppressed and functionally separate nation within the United States. The competing appeals of Communists and Garveyites for solidarity across ethnic, geographic, and class lines captured their imaginations. One day, Glanton would embrace the belief that a workers’ revolution led by an enlightened avant-garde could eliminate fascism around the world.

He would not fully appreciate what the National Negro Congress was fighting, though, until 1939, when he was sent to the Boys’ Vocational School in Lansing, Michigan. After robbing the reception desk of a theater, Glanton had attempted to make a getaway. An old acquaintance from elementary school spotted him the moment he hailed a taxi. With time running out before he was discovered, Glanton hurried the boy into the taxi, impulsively stole the driver’s money at gunpoint, and left the cabbie fearing for his life in an alley. He then took the car with his friend still in it and dropped him off at home with half the take. When officers found and violently interrogated Glanton the following day, he rightly suspected the other boy of snitching.

The Boys’ Vocational School, Glanton wrote later, “might easily have passed for an idyllic university. Beautifully ivy-covered landscaped grounds, dotted with clean, red brick buildings did not resemble a place of incarceration. That is what it was, however.” Before being assigned a cottage, each of which housed forty-two boys, the young people of the Boys’ Vocational School spent two weeks in quarantine and silence. Among the boys were white supremacists who supported the American Nazi Party, the German American Bund, and the Black Legion. They attacked black children and were especially brutal toward young Jews. Glanton had never seen this before. Poles, Hungarians, and Italians were beating up Jewish kids more than those from his own we-group.

Glanton was made to read Carl von Clausewitz’s On War and he excelled at a rigorous battery of military drills. Their instructors denounced the pagan ways of antichrist races. The school’s moral lectures were given by evangelical temperance groups that condemned drink, perversion, and masturbation. To emphasize their point, they showed the boys pictures of rotting penises.

Glanton internalized the words of Sergeant Duncan, an American Legionnaire whom the school’s director invited to shape the boys into fighting men: “Can you imagine what a sweet privilege it is for those who, on the spur of the moment, in the prime of life, are able to give their life for something they believe in, for something they love, for the good of those they leave behind?”

Sergeant Duncan railed against the Huns. He was advising Glanton to be wary of Germans, but to the boy, “the Hun” was just another term for the buckra, the white man. The sergeant told Glanton that against a “good American fighting man,” the Hun would not last long.

“Remember that!” the sergeant said.

I did, Glanton wrote.

Little else is known of his time at the Vocational School except that he left it prematurely. One day, all that stood between him and freedom was an unsecured window. He leapt from it and soon thereafter began a new voyage south, to Florida. This time, he knew exactly where he was going.






The Kingdoms of God


From either side of an economic and social divide, Albert Cleage, Jr., and Glanton Dowdell witnessed the stark contradictions of modernity that would propel a variety of utopian experiments in the era of Jim Crow. Many of the most successful to include black people in the interwar period, when Albert and Glanton were coming of age, were multiracial in nature—workers’ institutes and folk schools, rural and urban pacifist cells, socialist cooperative farms and sharecropper unions in the South, integrated churches. They arose in response to many factors, including the invigorated labor movements around the country, the far-reaching devastation of the First World War and the Great Depression, and the Great Migration, which brought blacks and whites into unprecedented proximity to one another. Out of many of these experiments emerged future civil rights leaders. In the spirit of the Social Gospel and early utopian communities found throughout the country in the nineteenth century, participants in these experiments often included Christians, socialists, and those who identified as both. The framework of Christian socialism would end up guiding Albert Cleage, Jr.’s own career.

It was not until Albert met Reverend Horace White that he began to care much for his mother’s religion. White was the first minister Albert heard who insisted that Christianity ought to have “some kind of relationship with the world.” Disenchanted with social work but emboldened by Rev. White’s activism, Albert decided to cast his lot with the ministry. In 1938, he enrolled in the Graduate School of Theology at Oberlin College, where White had also been a student. He would split his time between Michigan and Ohio, directing the youth program at Plymouth Congregational back home in Detroit and serving as a student pastor at another Congregational church in Painesville, Ohio.

For more than one hundred years, Oberlin College had enjoyed a reputation as a liberal bastion with abolitionist roots. It was one of the first American institutions of higher learning to integrate, accepting black and white students as early as 1835. But by the time Albert became a student, leaders of the school and town of Oberlin had long since strayed from their earlier commitments to racial egalitarianism, thanks in no small part to the separate but equal doctrine that had been codified in the Plessy v. Ferguson decision in 1896.

White Oberlinians’ fear of social equality and interracial mingling was pronounced. Albert joined the institution one year after a scandal involving a white woman and a black man dancing at a recreational college event. A small group of supportive white students published a circular intended to remind the school of its founding mission to promote co-educational, interracial education, but to no avail. The school’s president refused to make any commitment to social equality on campus, going so far as to write, in the year Albert arrived, “[e]quality for the Negro in Oberlin is not a thing settled by the Trustees … but a long, slow, gradual growth, in which the main factor has been and must be the proof given by Negro students themselves of their inner equality in ability and character.”

Black students in Oberlin largely lived, dined, and relaxed in separate establishments. Perhaps the only reason the Graduate School of Theology had a higher representation of minorities than other divisions of the college was because, in the early years of the Great Migration, the training of black and immigrant ministers to accommodate the rapid growth of their communities in the North was made a priority. Albert’s professors did not directly apply their understanding of scripture to the everyday lives of black Americans. Still, he was attracted to the work of prominent liberal pastors, theologians, philosophers, and historians who wrote about the historical development of religion, modern crises of spiritual disillusionment and doubt, and the need for ideals capable of guiding human action.

Like Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and the other New England Transcendentalists of the previous century, many of whom believed that the meaning of biblical scripture was open to interpretation, Cleage prized his own intuition when it came to deciding what was true and false, what was beautiful and holy in humanity and what was sinful. No books, professors, or institutions could teach what the soul innately knew. Cleage was trying to see a way past the many forces that would have estranged black women and men from their own sense of worth.

At Oberlin, Albert was exposed to the Christian socialist Harry Ward’s writing on the threats that industrial society and capitalist greed posed to the imagination. The Quaker mystic Rufus Jones celebrated the direct access every person has to the divine (in one book, Albert underlined Jones’s assertion that God “fringes the inner margins of ourselves”). The humanist Eustace Haydon argued that the longest-lasting gods in human history were those believed to have served the material needs of the living rather than the eternal demands of the dead. Haydon and others whose work strongly resonated with Albert, from the theologians Paul Tillich and H. Richard Niebuhr to liberal ministers such as Harry Emerson Fosdick and Ernest Fremont Tittle, emphasized a point that would remain at the heart of Albert’s own thought: God was inseparable from human history and human nature. The very identity of the sacred could be discerned only in the world we were given, not the one to come.

These were the kinds of lessons that led Albert to scrawl, in the margins of one of his books on contemporary religious thought, statements such as “The meaning of the gods is down in the thick brew of people—not in the thin air of abstract thought”; “God is in history”; and “God is the functional idea—important thing is what God  means. God is personified reality. Ask: Not is it literally true—but is it dynamically and meaningfully true.”

The influence of pragmatic theologians left a large mark on Albert’s understanding of the relationship between private spirituality and public life. One of these theologians, Reinhold Niebuhr, would become a major influence on black utopians in the first half of the century, from Cleage to Martin Luther King, Jr., despite his own arguably dour stances on human nature. Niebuhr’s view of a transcendent god that existed separately from human action and institutions did not align with Albert’s belief in an active god of history. But Niebuhr’s beliefs about power appealed to his sense of religious pragmatism. According to Niebuhr, personal beliefs, no matter how noble, would need to confront the harsh realities of a world in which power struggles were always taking place. The life of Christ was a perfectly fine thing to want to emulate, but in reality, few people could become like him. Sometimes, other models might be required to help one live a life that honored the collective good.

With these insights in mind, Christian realists would navigate life knowing that the pursuit of self-interest among the ruling classes was a pervasive problem that demanded creative solutions. A “pragmatic realist,” as Albert later described himself, had to believe that there were, in fact, truths that transcended the present, and that there were many unexpected ways to discover them. It did not matter in the end if you were a Christian or not. The fight against white supremacy and the degradation of black souls might well require alliances between whoever was willing to join the struggle: scientists and the faithful, black Christians and black Muslims, communists and socialists, pacifists and armed self-defense groups, and everyone in between.



After graduating from Oberlin, Albert was ordained as a pastor by Reverend Horace White at Plymouth Congregational on February 4, 1943. He had also recently fallen in love. Albert had known his wife-to-be, Doris Graham, since she was a child. Doris, twelve years younger than Albert, was no less connected than any of the Cleages. As teenaged members of the Social Sixteen Club, which threw dances and house parties that were lauded in the black press, both Doris and Albert’s sister Barbara had been known to dress as stylishly as their parents. Doris’s father, a man erroneously listed as white in one census, had been a treasurer and founding trustee of Plymouth Congregational. A cousin of hers published the Detroit Tribune, one of the city’s leading black papers.

In November 1943, days after Rev. White united the Cleages in marriage, Albert took the helm as pastor at Chandler Memorial Congregational in Lexington, Kentucky. Within two months, the newlyweds were fed up with the state. When the Tribune got word that they were returning to Detroit, the paper informed readers that the “young couple found the South’s dyed in the wool policy of segregation and oppression of Negroes most distasteful.” For one, Albert’s attempt to get an NAACP chapter running in Lexington had died on the vine. Dixie turned out to be nothing but a land where “the fog is too heavy or something,” Albert later wrote.

One of Albert’s former sociology teachers turned the Cleages on to the idea of the Golden West. A white liberal Presbyterian, Alfred Fisk, had an opening for an interim black co-pastor at a new church in San Francisco’s Fillmore District. Recently migrated blacks, many of them shipyard workers, were filling homes in this area once occupied by Japanese Americans and Japanese immigrants who were detained in wartime internment camps. Journalists originally described Fisk’s Church for the Fellowship of All Peoples as the “Inter-racial Church.” His permanent co-pastor, the man for whom Albert would substitute until he was free of his obligations at Howard University’s Rankin Chapel, was Howard Thurman, the Quaker-inspired theologian and Christian socialist. Thurman’s visit to India and his meeting with Mahatma Gandhi in 1936 solidified his reputation as the nation’s most prominent black mystic. He appeared at forums on world peace and universal harmony, and he once chaired the Fellowship of Reconciliation, a pacifist organization that counted social reformers, clergy, socialists, communists, and labor activists among its founders.

Born out of a commitment to Gandhian pacifism and racial egalitarianism, San Francisco’s Fellowship Church popularized the interracial church movement that started during the Second World War, when fascism was spreading abroad and racial terror festered on the home front. It was to be a model for “something new in American Christianity,” Thurman wrote, and strike a blow against the hypocrisy of most churches, segregated institutions that were somehow expected to model heavenly communities centered on unconditional love and justice. Albert had come highly recommended to Fisk and Thurman, and before Thurman knew whether he would be able to commit to the job, he had mentioned to Fisk the possibility of Albert staying on full-time.

San Francisco promised the Cleages a paycheck, and they needed it, though financial help from Albert’s family back in Detroit was only a letter or two away. Because their parsonage was not yet ready when Doris and Albert arrived in February 1944, Fisk opened his home to them. The church had been organized only weeks earlier and had fewer than forty members. In less than six months, Albert soured on the church, and Fisk soured on him. Complaining in a letter to Thurman, Fisk described “the divinity student who is associated with me now” (Albert was no longer in seminary) as “in many ways quite immature.” He blamed Albert for neglecting his duties to the congregation and accused him of embracing the defeatist spirit of “nationalism,” which at the time meant segregationism.

Albert, for his part, thought Fisk was docile and stubborn. He could not support a church that did not seem to recognize its own weaknesses. Few churches in the country had attracted as much initial excitement, curiosity, and skepticism as did All Peoples. Albert’s issue with the place was that it was explicitly designed to be a “neighborhood church” that broke down racial barriers through moral suasion instead of social outreach. Thurman feared that if the church got involved with community work in the Fillmore District, where many poor blacks lived, it would be misunderstood as a charity arm. Albert later recalled that by limiting the “total world in which they live” to a handful of city blocks, Christians without a social program would be stuck “making pleasant and ineffective gestures in restricted and isolated areas of living.”

Albert believed that members of the congregation and Fisk himself had narrowed their gazes to a pinhole. The “Negro problem,” Albert wrote, would never be properly addressed if people made no effort to undo “the socio-economic framework out of which it has grown and upon which it depends.” The best kind of church had to be “more than a place where Negroes and whites can worship God together, or it will inevitably become less.” The disagreements between Fisk and Albert came to a head in May 1944 when Albert organized a forum at the church on the American Federation of Labor’s discriminatory union practices in Bay Area shipyards. Most of the speakers Albert invited were associated with the Communist-leaning unions of the Congress of Industrial Organizations. It was clear that Albert and the disgruntled flock of the Fellowship Church were at a dead end. Albert’s contract expired in June, and he left San Francisco days before Thurman arrived.



Los Angeles beckoned. Albert, who had a great love for photography and hoped to use film as part of a future ministry for young people, had enrolled in the film and religious studies programs at the University of Southern California. He had turned down an opportunity to lead another interracial church in Berkeley, one of the first of its kind in the Bay Area, and although schools in the South had vacancies for a religion professor and pastor, the pay was pitiful. At USC, Albert supplemented his income by taking a part-time preaching post at a nearby Congregational church.

In Los Angeles, the Cleages sometimes chose to forget their light pocketbooks and dined with other black folk at the Faun, a favorite restaurant of their neighborhood’s nouveau riche. Apart from the kitchenette without a stove or sink, Albert didn’t mind their new setup in a bachelor’s apartment on South Hobart, its wall-to-wall blue carpeting, white woodwork, Venetian blinds, and wine-colored drapes right out of House & Garden. The living room fold-out bed was a nice touch. Their home “on the hill,” outside of which trees stood sentry along the curb, reminded Albert of Detroit’s North End neighborhood, where black life was vibrant.

Albert wrote to his family often to ask how things were getting on back in the “hinterland.” Life on the Pacific coast made Michigan feel like the backcountry. Still, “I seem to be headin’ for Detroit both consciously and unconsciously,” he speculated in one letter. Albert wanted to organize a church that was not gagged by oversight committees, and which actively engaged in social struggle instead of simply offering paeans to racial harmony.

Rev. White kept Albert apprised of churches where positions might soon be available, including at St. John’s Congregational, a historically black church in Springfield, Massachusetts. St. John’s pastor was set to resign in February 1945. Albert had no expectation that “one of the old New England Elite outfits” would want to hire him, though, and that spring, he wrote to Howard Thurman to request a reference letter for a position at Detroit’s new Church of All Peoples, which was inspired by the San Francisco example. The two men had never met. Albert must have recognized the awkwardness of his request, but this did not stop him from confessing that he was “sincerely interested in the inter-racial church idea, and [felt] that its extension during these critical days is a most significant contribution to the building of a more Christian world.”

Albert was not yet a black nationalist. He did not abhor integration outright, but he also did not believe that it was a worthwhile end unto itself. Interracial churches would need to do more than simply bring people together. Thurman wrote a restrained letter of support for Albert, describing him as a “deeply religious man with a full social problem orientation.” Albert did not get the job. No matter. On August 28, 1945, weeks after the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings and days before the war ended, Albert was chosen as St. John’s next pastor. He started in October.

St. John’s looked like any wood-shingled English country church. Its façade was taken up mostly by stained-glass windows dedicated to bygone church members and abolitionists such as John Brown, a former congregant of St. John’s. The church Albert inherited was no longer the shining exemplar it had been before the Depression, when it was a major provider of social services for Springfield’s black population. Albert would spend the next six years attempting to restore St. John’s to its former glory.

He had been there for only one month when he wrote to family in Detroit of his plans: “I’m trying to gradually get everybody doing something.” He mentioned putting together “activity groups” led by lay leaders. He established a youth program that included Girl and Boy Scouts, sports, and community service. He became a public-housing advocate and a vocal critic of abuses by the police. Staying true to his convictions that the meaning of religious life and the purpose of the church varied depending on the historical moment, Albert tried to distinguish St. John’s from the slavery-era plantation churches that he believed served mainly to offer spiritual comfort to black people instead of true autonomy. But by working to improve the lives of black people wherever his vocation took him, Albert had unintentionally sown discord at every church he’d passed through. His unapologetic activism sometimes provoked suspicions of Communist influence, an accusation that was becoming increasingly charged in the postwar years.



By 1951, Albert and Doris had two young daughters, Kristin and Pearl, born in 1946 and 1948. Albert, no longer a young man, longed for the familiarity of home. Albert Sr. was one of the organizers of St. Mark’s United Presbyterian Church in Detroit. Facing a shortage of suitable pastors, church leaders sent for the doctor’s son. Albert Jr. answered their call, moving his family into a parsonage down the street from where his parents lived.

St. Mark’s turned out to be a place perfectly suited for those wanting an insular church experience. There the colored folk sang in Latin. Renditions of the Te Deum and Gloria Patri frequently resounded in a church that had been abandoned by white Lutherans and restored by black housewives’ leagues. Despite St. Mark’s conservatism, membership increased more than threefold during Albert’s tenure, surging above three hundred congregants. He especially appealed to young people who wished to perform good works in the world beyond the church.

It did not take long for St. Mark’s older traditionalists to grow wary of the younger Cleage. He started inviting controversial speakers such as Paul Robeson, who had urged American reconciliation with the USSR, advocated for state socialism, and received the Stalin Prize in 1952. After only two years, St. Mark’s trustees voted the doctor’s son out in March 1953. One of Albert Jr.’s own uncles sided with the turncoats. The betrayal at St. Mark’s enraged Albert as much as it wounded him. These were not strangers. He had come back to the city for them. It took this treachery for Albert to see how little these staid, well-dressed black folk wanted an actual church. He delivered his last oration the Sunday after he learned his fate.

It had otherwise been a promising spring for the reverend. He was about to chair the Detroit NAACP’s membership drive, one of the largest in the country. In late March, after the ousting, the Tribune still referred to Albert as St. Mark’s pastor. Apparently, the paper hadn’t gotten wind of the revolt. Albert spoke optimistically of his plan to use neighborhood workers to recruit thousands of new NAACP members. He did not reveal that at the end of his last sermon, he had walked out of St. Mark’s not knowing where or what was next for him. He did not share that there had been many people—his supporters—who stood up from the pews and, seeing nothing for them at St. Mark’s anymore, followed him out.

Two days before Albert spoke to the Tribune, 143 of the separatists who left St. Mark’s in solidarity with their outcast pastor met in the auditorium of a recreational center. One hundred fifty-six more joined their ranks by Easter. They pointedly called themselves the St. Mark’s Community Church. They would need a pulpit stand, chairs, and a place to worship. A high school where Albert had spoken one month prior opened its auditorium for their use. The schismatics thus began their search for a new world, in which the needs of the spirit would never again negate those of the flesh.






Southeast Corner of My Cell
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Working under a false name, the artist who was barely more than a child took jobs that others did not want. In Florida, he painted water towers. When that gig came and went, he washed dishes in a restaurant. Life was unremarkable, which meant it was going well, until he ended up in a street brawl and had to disappear quickly. If he was tired of running away, he did not act like it. In Jacksonville, he caught a boat to Cuba. For four months he lived there, never ceasing with his painting. He cobbled money together as a freelancer, an artist-for-hire. What had started as a hobby became the key to his survival.

It is unclear why Glanton returned to Detroit when he did, although it may have had something to do with his mother, Ruby. He had escaped the juvenile detention center in Lansing, but the boy still had an armed robbery charge looming over him. Ruby knew what to do. She raised five hundred dollars by drawing from her savings and borrowing from others so that she could pay a broker to whisper in the ears of Detroit’s corrupt cops and city officials. She made her son clean in the eyes of the law.

The odd jobs didn’t stop when Glanton came home. Most of them were worse than the ones he’d had in Florida. When he wasn’t on the clock cleaning barrels for Chrysler, he painted portraits, which helped him cover most of his family’s household expenses. His unabashed embrace of communism took him, for a while, off the shop floors. He was eighteen years old, it was 1941, and the National Negro Congress hadn’t lost its appeal for the boy despite the heightened dangers of being identified as a Red after 1939, when the Soviet Union signed a nonaggression pact with Nazi Germany. Weeks after the death of his grandmother Annie that fall, he was passing out Party pamphlets one day when he was arrested with a gun in his pocket.

Glanton was sentenced to two years’ probation and fired from Chrysler. Every time he attempted to find peace in the world, the world seemed to reject him. He tried on various hats that fit him poorly—gardener, babysitter, a worker at a crane repair company. The last straw was his realization that the National Negro Congress was a moribund organization. He suspected that black union leaders in the NNC “weren’t real Communists” anymore, but “just a middle-class gang.” And at this point, what reason did they have to be otherwise? Political sentiments in the country were changing rapidly. The same nationwide trade union movement that the NNC helped activate during the Depression was now turning against it as an emerging black middle class saw little use anymore for talk of class revolt. This was especially true in Detroit, where the United Auto Workers had become one of the most powerful labor unions in the country. It appeared that the more money blacks acquired, the more likely they were to oppose communism and side with those who dismissed an interracial movement for economic self-determination, social inclusiveness, and civil rights as “subversive.”

Foreseeing the end of a once-promising road toward black liberation, Glanton became a “drifting man” and bohemian, traveling around the United States. He went as far away as Alaska, staying at artist colonies and painting portraits of just about anyone who asked for one. Using the money he made as a portraitist, Glanton enrolled at the Art Institute of Chicago in the late 1940s—it was then one of the few art academies to accept blacks—and, after that, the Society of Arts and Crafts in Detroit. It was not until his midtwenties that Glanton decided to formalize his study of art. He would never identify with any specific school, scorning the label of “realist” in favor of, he said later, “my own little battle striving for originality.” The academies taught him the visual languages of European portraiture that he never saw any reason to emulate, and which he would continue to undermine in ways both spectacular and mundane.



There would be conflicting accounts of what happened in the spring and summer of 1948, omissions and revisions in news articles and Glanton’s own retellings that made it hard to know the truth. The papers said that in May 1948, Glanton was involved in a holdup in front of a Detroit apartment complex that ended with him shooting a local bar owner, who later died in the hospital. Glanton’s coat, sunglasses, and two .38 revolvers were discovered in a basement near the murder scene. The FBI got involved when he was believed to have fled the state. Glanton would tell a very different story decades later. He explained that he had gone to the home of a family in Detroit that had commissioned a painting. The husband, a mafia drug lord, showed up with two accomplices who grew hostile toward Glanton and pounced. The artist claimed he didn’t know why the situation turned, but he grabbed hold of one of their pistols and shot at the boss, killing him. The mafia boss was never given a name in these stories, but the bar owner, Alphonso Smith, was most certainly dead.

Glanton left the state on suspicion of murder and checked into a cheap hotel in Baltimore under the pseudonym “John Singleton.” He was apprehended by the Baltimore police in early August after he and another man got into an altercation with a soldier at a bus depot. The mysterious person who the Evening Sun described as an “itinerant colored sketch artist” was found guilty of armed assault and robbery. His sentence—two years in the Maryland penitentiary—was suspended so that he could face second-degree murder charges in Detroit. In 1949, he was found guilty. Glanton faced between thirty and forty years in the State Prison of Southern Michigan.

Years later, Glanton would tell one of the journalists who came to visit him in prison that “the creative process is largely a matter of painting between and around restrictions.” Only the truly “creative person can benefit from any experience he survives,” he went on, and “even deep misfortune can have its rewards.” Glanton’s time in prison was brutal. He never forgot the abuse by guards or the sixty-two days he spent in an isolation cell: “pitch dark, no windows, a wooden bed with a thin cover, thin long johns your only clothes.” He had to wrap himself tightly in his cover so that he would not freeze to death. He developed ugly scars on his hips from sleeping on hard surfaces.

The prison’s Department of Individual Treatment, hailed as a progressive reform measure in an otherwise inhumane environment, instituted an art mentorship program that put Glanton in touch with the black artist Robert Stacey. Stacey had been a scholar of Latin and Greek and a teaching assistant at the University of Michigan until he was convicted of arson. With Stacey’s guidance, and through correspondence courses at the University of Chicago, Glanton picked up some Greek and Russian. Other inmates called people like Glanton a dog, which meant anyone who was trying not only to survive in prison but to improve themselves there. “If you don’t watch yourself, you become intellectually calloused,” Glanton told a journalist. “Death loses its meaning. I’m chiefly a rebel. That’s why I paint as I do. Sometimes I get very depressed, and I sketch to overcome my depression.”

Six years into his sentence, Glanton painted Southeast Corner of My Cell, a grim self-portrait. In it, the artist has hung his light blue jacket over a mirror that is screwed onto a dark mass of steel. The image is tightly focused. Glanton is shirtless, his expression flat, and the viewer can only see above his neck and shoulders. The mirror’s glass is cracked, and it appears that the top half of the artist’s head has been severed from the bottom. The painting won Glanton an honorable mention in a 1955 exhibition at the Detroit Institute of Arts. Not long after, he had an agent. Over the next few years, Glanton’s work received more praise. One painting that also showed at the DIA, Observation Ward, depicts four inmates he had seen being corralled into the prison’s psychiatric wing. He was unable to attend his one-man shows in Detroit and New York City but turned over whatever profit he made from selling his art to his mother (this was after Ruby had sent him money so that he could buy materials for his craft).

At one point, for more than twelve hours a day, six days a week, his job was to teach art students in the prison’s vocational school. From an improvised studio—a small corner of a classroom, perhaps, or the middle of his cell—Glanton showed these men how to create something that was entirely their own. He told them they could pick up stones from the prison yard, paint them, and create something novel. They did not even need a canvas. By the winter of 1958, nine years after he went in, Glanton was dividing his time between studying, painting, and patrolling as a cellblock clerk. His work brought favorable press to the state prison (“sob stories,” he called these articles). Few reporters failed to notice that he was a somber, scholarly sort, remarkably careful in choosing his words. He was liable to give a short lecture on any subject at all, from his own mortality to the evils of the wretched institution in which he experienced what was then his greatest success.

“The artist as a mutation on the social body has no will,” he wrote to one of his art dealers. “His function is to absorb, synthesize and eject. The compulsion to place within the range of perception the heretofore unperceived is almost libidinal in nature—the ultimate purpose of which is to further the evolutionary process.” This was hyperbole. Glanton was not the kind to sit around waiting for the muse. He told a reporter that he wished one day to paint a large mosaic mural depicting the life of the Negro in America. Incarceration would not obstruct the development of his art but only send it flowing through unexpected channels.






LETTER III: BAD SPIRIT MULTIPLYING


All things are spiritual, and the decisions that I make have got to be morally correct. Time after time, I had not done the correct thing. This came from me wanting freedom in life after always feeling limited, restricted, held back. College was my way of escaping my environment. I always searched for a better life, but my socialization problem made me feel that college was my place of refuge. After Cindy and I reached a point of no return, everything became unreal.

My parents had become too involved in my relationship with Cindy. They felt as if I was the bad guy and favored Cindy over me. I remember that things were so bad, and I was so shut out of my parents’ hearts, that when I asked my mother what school Aaron attended, she refused to tell me. They were like a clique, and I was the shunned outsider. I took responsibility for creating this environment, in a way, but the lack of love was confusing for me. There were very logical reasons why Cindy and I did not become a family. No one took note of how there was fault on both sides, but that was no longer important to me. I felt as if I were gasping for air.

I recall a Christmas party at my parents’ house. My son was there and my mother had assumed the role of caregiver because my parents wanted to be there for him. My parents’ help prevented Cindy and me from having to deal with our would-be family. I was circumvented, passed by. My parents acted as if I were not present when I was. I thought that perhaps they would relent and realize that Cindy and I had created Aaron, but that never happened. When Cindy showed up to pick up my son, Aaron began crying, saying that he didn’t want to go because he didn’t like his mom’s boyfriend. I went to ask Aaron what he meant, and Cindy stepped in front of me and said, “Oh, he’s just tired.” Both my mom and Cindy said that Aaron was just tired.

I knew how foolish I could be. At that moment, I considered violence. I was fed up with Cindy’s disrespect and my parents’ disrespect and thought that I should physically move them out of the way since they felt the need to keep me from hearing my son’s testimony. I knew that they would probably call the police or find some reason for saying that I was wrong. I was outraged that their malice for me would make them cut Aaron off from telling me why he was so upset.

The bad spirit in me grew. I drove past Cindy’s apartment that night, where she stayed with her boyfriend. I wanted to see what was going on. I could see Cindy washing dishes. I had an uneasy feeling. The troubling part was that Cindy blocked me from hearing Aaron out. Why?



I eventually went to prison for armed robbery. I used the excuse of losing my job to misuse my firearm. After being in Michigan prisons for four or five years, I finally felt peace in my soul. Prison was much better than the disdain that had grown for me in my family.

I had a friend by the name of Ali. Ali was African American like me. He had a different religious practice. He was Muslim. He didn’t claim Sunni or Shia Islam and believed that there should be no factions in the Islamic religion, just as there should be no factions in Christianity. Why are there Catholics and Protestants, Baptists and Episcopalians, the Church of God and the Church of God in Christ?

Ali and I were both at Mound Correctional Facility. I never had any biological brothers, so my friendships with men my age were always important to me. Brotherhood is a gift. Ali was truly my brother in my heart. He called me by my family nickname, Doe. I had met Ali when we were at Macomb Regional Facility in New Haven, Michigan. We were from the same way. His family raised him near Grand River, and I was raised off Puritan.

About a month before we were transferred to Mound Correctional, we were at a prison in Coldwater, Michigan. When incarcerated, you are shipped off to different prison camps to keep people from becoming too cemented at a single place when things are not peaceful. The idea is that gangs and allegiances and fights are broken up by sending immature and troublesome people to different locations. I had grown aggravated by everything, so I did not value any level of correction.

When we were in Coldwater, I caused a stir because I refused to go to my designated area of housing. I was being denied diabetic medication. I, in turn, decided that I no longer needed to follow directions about where I should sit, stand, or sleep. My refusal to go lie down in my bunk caused me to be locked in the hole for two weeks. It’s called segregation. You’re shut in a room for days on end without a shower or human contact. I would watch the sun come up and go down. I stared at the moon throughout the night.

Before I went to segregation, Ali and I had spent a lot of time walking the yard and talking. Ali was in prison because he used to make and sell illegal substances and he injured someone during an argument. They later died from the injury. During our time walking together, he found out that one of his ex-girlfriends was a childhood friend of mine. I learned that his godsister had tried to trick me into thinking that her daughter was my daughter. We knew the same people. We got a kick out of that. We joked and laughed, and Ali even told me why he didn’t like Christians. He said the crazy thing about Black Christians is that we know Southern Baptists and Catholics hate us, yet we still believe in Christ.

Just because what is good gets misrepresented does not mean that it is bad. My belief is that God is an entity that can be reached personally. I don’t have to accept an interpretation of God from any source that does not prove to be true, logical, or reliable. Not all Christians are fake and hateful people. Some people who claim to believe in Christ have good hearts. I was one of them.

Ali was the head of security for the Islamic group within our prison. His Muslim brothers questioned my faith. They thought that because of the way I carried myself I must have been Islamic. Ali and I walked on the yard and worked out together. There was no beef between us. He worshipped in his way and I praised God in mine. We both truly loved our Creator. He praised Allah and told me that ours was the same God. Ali and I were both better than the place we had put ourselves in and the things we had done to our lives. The last time I saw him, we were laughing. I know I should have written to him and kept in touch after I got out. I am ashamed that I did not keep such people in my life.






Imperium in Imperio
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In 1957, from his new church on Linwood Street, Albert Cleage, Jr., heard the uproar of brass and shout bands half a mile away. Bishop Charles Manuel Grace—known as “Sweet Daddy,” Holy Prophet of the Last Days—was holding midsummer services that were so loud they were deemed a public nuisance. The practiced voice of Sweet Daddy Grace crackled from loudspeakers mounted on sound trucks. The Cape Verdean preacher had received a direct mandate from heaven as a child mystic. The guardsmen at his United House of Prayer wore powder-blue garments, and plumes jutted from their militaristic helmets. They wet their lips before blowing the dust off Sweet Daddy’s black cloak, which was lined with crimson silk. His billowy, permed gray hair looked much younger than his face. He clumped his curls under a sombrero.

Outside his church, musicians would clap and play cornets, trombones, bugles, and tambourines past midnight. The outdoor baptisms that Sweet Daddy was known for compelled observers to bring parasols or, if they lived nearby, to latch their windows. Candidates for baptism, dressed in white garments and shower caps, pranced in the streets as Sweet Daddy or one of his elders sprayed a fire hose like it was a howitzer, deluging the roads.

The black residents of the Dexter-Linwood neighborhood were tired of these false prophets descending on their blocks. Sweet Daddy and others like him tended to follow the scents of desperation and credulity. They loved this part of the city more than any other. They extended jewel-encrusted hands to the deaf, the blind, and the sick. The left hand accepted donations and gifts purchased on credit. The right sold hair products, cold creams, toothpaste, amulets, and images of the crucified Christ, on the back of which were scrawled three digits for playing the numbers.

The various prophets of Linwood were jealous and competitive gods. They either ignored one another or, when one of them ran afoul of the law and was forced to sell their properties, bought some other disgraced prophet’s old buildings and started their own congregations. In his reach, Sweet Daddy Grace was no Father Divine, the wealthy spiritual leader known for his Depression-era, interracial cooperative movement, the International Peace Mission. At the peak of Father Divine’s influence in the mid-1930s, there were perhaps tens of thousands of Americans, white and black, who believed he was God on earth, as he claimed to be. His free Sunday banquets and job clinics, charisma, evangelical fervor, and pacifism brought him scores of followers. Second only to Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association, the Peace Mission of Father Divine was considered one of the largest black utopian movements of its time.

As the country recovered from the Depression, the need for Father Divine’s food pantries and communes (he called them his “heavens”) declined. Sweet Daddy would eventually buy Father Divine’s heavens in Harlem, where the Peace Mission once had its greatest influence. Meanwhile, Father Divine languished at his mansion in Pennsylvania after facing legal troubles of his own. When Sweet Daddy came to Detroit, he moved into a château that another Linwood Street preacher, Prophet Jones, had vacated after creditors started hounding him for missed payments. In 1959, one other growing religious movement that began in Depression-era Detroit, the Nation of Islam (NOI), would move its original Temple No. 1 from another part of the city to a small building on Linwood, a few minutes’ drive from Albert’s church. The NOI had gained notoriety in Detroit twenty years prior after one of its members stabbed another man to death in his home as a supposed sacrifice to Allah. Following what the mainstream press denounced as a ritual murder, the NOI was popularly viewed as a cult of “Islamism” or “voodooism,” a preview of the stigmas that would follow the organization for decades.

There was good reason for so many religious leaders like Albert, Sweet Daddy Grace, and others to make their spiritual homes on Linwood Street. In 1946, Detroit began implementing a redevelopment project that would, over the next twenty years, price tens of thousands of black people out of their homes. Slum clearance policies and highway construction slowly destroyed the neighborhoods of Black Bottom, where Glanton Dowdell was born, and Paradise Valley, its adjacent commercial center. The city’s relocation office could not track precisely how many people were displaced or where everyone went. Thousands were pushed into projects, and some crossed over into the west side’s Twelfth Street corridor. Linwood Street was one of its main appendages. Although this area had once been largely blue-collar and white, depreciating home values and the proximity of established black neighborhoods drove most white residents away and transformed Dexter-Linwood into a center of black life in Detroit. Linwood Street’s poorer, vulnerable pickings were ripe for the divinely inspired.

Father Divine may have been something of a conman, but for Albert Jr. what mattered was that his ministry had been oriented toward mass social action and economic uplift. He dismissed charismatics like Sweet Daddy Grace as “Candy Men” who “mesmerized the Ghetto” with sweet nothings. Their followers who believed that positive thinking alone would secure their well-being were sick in mind and spirit, Albert believed. The Candy Men were afflicted by a kind of invisibility. Albert was not thinking about Ralph Ellison’s man of substance, of flesh and bone, fiber and liquids. Rather, these prophets resembled the Invisible Man of H. G. Wells. “He must wrap himself in something like a mummy if he is to be seen by other people,” Albert wrote. The only thing that seemed to make these people real in the world were objects of the flesh—nice clothes that could be draped over an absence, beautiful gems that could fill a hole. Albert was frustrated by the black bourgeoisie as a class—his own—and the self-serving black person who obsessively “wraps himself with the ‘right people’ and a house on the ‘right street.’”

Albert would later equate his task to that of Hosea, the Old Testament prophet to Israel’s apostates, who worshipped false gods and indulged in hedonism. He pointed to Hosea 13, which admonished the nation of Israel to reject idolatry. Black social climbers, Albert believed, were like ghosts who did not know they were dead, moving through the world and having no lasting effect upon it. They were the same people who either complained about displaced blacks moving uptown or took advantage of them. Albert described Detroit as “a place of contrasts … a city of lights and shadows.” The holy men and women who should have been spreading the light were merely basking in it.



Albert finally bought a car, the easier to get to his church at 7625 Linwood. Reverend Horace White and the Congregational Association of Detroit helped Albert find a new location for his church in 1957, after years of holding services in a school gym and a sixteen-room parsonage where the Cleage family lived until Albert and Doris divorced amicably in 1954. For St. Mark’s Community Church to be accepted into the Congregational communion, Albert had to drop the name St. Mark’s. It might otherwise be mistaken for the church he’d left. In a nod to Rev. White’s hope that his church would become a cultural and spiritual center for black Detroiters, Albert renamed it Central Congregational.

The Linwood church was built early in the century in homage to New England’s classical columnar porticos and stark bell towers. It looked like a colonial courthouse. For thirty years, the building was home to a white congregation named in honor of William Brewster, leader of the first English colony in New England, and the other Pilgrims who had come over on the Mayflower. The round-arched, stained-glass window behind the altar showed the Puritan governor William Bradford disembarking at Plymouth Rock and holding a Bible. The image honored one of the nation’s foundational myths—and one of the first white utopian communities in North America. The building had carpeted lounge and bridal rooms, a gymnasium, an industrial kitchen, and a dining hall with a terrazzo floor. Cylindrical pendant lights hung over the sanctuary’s broad balcony section. Troubles with a slowly crumbling roof would eat away at the church’s coffers for years, but Central Congregational was ready to be filled.

In the late 1950s, attracting new members to Central went as well as anyone could have hoped. The church’s Boy Scouts canvassed door-to-door. Newspaper ads, mailing campaigns, and sound cars brought more visitors out. Youth groups spent weekends washing cars, raking leaves, cleaning basements, and holding bake sales. The young people of Central were so unusually organized for religious youth groups at the time, with their solemn statements of purpose and rules of conduct, that the church’s reputation grew partly out of their work in the community. When a recession struck the country in 1958, drying up some of the usual tithes, Central’s high school and college students supported an effort to raise thousands of dollars for building upkeep.

At the same time, some adults in the church broke their fundraising commitments and went on vacation. Albert feared that too many people lacked enthusiasm at a critical stage in Central’s growth. He came up with a slogan for Central to honor: Mobilization for Christian Action. By 1960, obligation trumped as-your-heart-moves-you as a matter of church policy. This would be a place for people who wanted to be active in the world at large. “It was felt that we must seriously consider a conscious effort to change our church’s ‘image’ in the community if we are to effectively minister to our immediate one-mile area,” Albert wrote. Within a year, the radius of what he called Central’s “total community” extended to the three miles surrounding it. Like a torch lighting the decade ahead, Central’s 1960 calendar laid out a vision that would sound familiar to champions of that decade’s burgeoning countercultures: “We do not pretend to a hypocritical piety which would isolate us from the main streams of contemporary life. We do not believe that Jesus calls us ‘out of the world,’ but rather that He has commissioned us to confront the world and transform it by His spirit and in His name.”



Albert would not allow his flock to drop out of society and pick daisies in the woods. The cautious optimism that black people around the world were feeling at the start of the new decade, and the keen awareness that social and economic disparities in the United States persisted despite the legal defeat of the “separate but equal” doctrine, made this impossible. There were clear reasons for black Americans to feel hopeful, especially those who looked elsewhere in the world for inspiration. The year 1960 belonged, in part, to Africa, where nearly twenty nations had recently been freed from the colonial rule of the French, the Italians, the British, and the Belgians. The planetary tumult was unprecedented, reminding many observers of history’s great black uprisings, from Haiti to the battlefields of Adwa in Ethiopia. “We feel a sense of panic at the passing of the familiar, the understood, the stable,” Albert wrote in 1961, reflecting on the first eight years of his church. “We wonder in the face of an unknown future … There is so much to be done, and even with a rapidly growing membership, we are still so few.”

The previous year, at the Democratic National Convention, Senator John F. Kennedy articulated his own vision of what the decade could be. The 1960s represented a New Frontier of “unknown opportunities and perils, the frontier of unfilled hopes and unfilled threats.” He looked to the stars and bade Americans to revive the expansionist spirit of the pioneers. He asked them to join the “race for mastery of the sky and the rain, the ocean and the tides, the far side of space, and the inside of men’s minds.”

In 1961, an election year in Detroit, Kennedy’s optimism was felt deeply among Democrats. A thirty-three-year-old lawyer and political newcomer named Jerome Cavanagh defeated the Republican incumbent mayor. It was an astounding upset. The election results didn’t surprise Albert. He joked that Cavanagh’s win had nothing to do with his youthful looks. The black Detroiters who helped put Cavanagh in office weren’t voting for a man, Albert believed. They were voting against more of the same. The televised Freedom Rides and sit-ins in the South that year had turned simmering grievances to a boil. Why was it, then, that the local press kept describing the deliberate mobilization of black voters as some kind of spontaneous protest?

Albert and his siblings had been preparing for the moment Detroit’s black populace shifted the balance of power in the city, as had innumerable social and block clubs, trade unions, citizens committees, churches, and individuals connected to no organization at all. Hugh and Henry Cleage had been running a lithographic printing shop, Cleage Printers, since the late 1950s with financial support from their brother Louis and a family friend, the attorney Milton Henry. Their little sister Barbara joined them. Money flowed in from printing handbills for nearby businesses. The Cleage brothers also made flyers, newsletters, and magazines for local artists and the Socialist Workers Party.

Never missing an opportunity to expand his public platform as Central grew, Albert joined the family endeavor. On leftover pink paper used for making handbills, the Cleage siblings began printing The Illustrated News in 1961. Henry and Barbara were editors. Hugh Cleage and Milton Henry’s brother, Richard, were on the editorial board. Louis Cleage would write a humor column. Albert came on as a contributing editor. Like so many other black-run circulars since the nineteenth century, The Illustrated News carried op-eds, satirical cartoons, and commentaries on issues that affected black communities. Thousands of copies started appearing in barbershops, church lobbies, and other places throughout the city where black people gathered.



In November 1961, Albert and the Henry brothers, Milton and Richard, discussed what to do about a spate of violence against blacks in the city. The county prosecutor had refused to issue arrest warrants for assailants in three recent attacks, two of which were fatal. Why weren’t the NAACP and the Urban League making more noise? The Henry brothers wouldn’t stand for it. Richard, a journalist for the black-run Michigan Chronicle, had first met the Cleage family while partnering with Henry and Hugh in the mid-1950s to publish a weekly paper of their own. And Milton, a lawyer in the city of Pontiac, had earned a reputation as a vehement defender of black people who had been subpoenaed by the House Un-American Activities Committee. In Albert, the most outspoken of the Cleage siblings, the Henry brothers found a kindred spirit. As the three of them saw it, the negligence of the major civil rights groups left a leadership vacuum in the city. Detroit had been made into a moral wasteland of empty philanthropy, empty promises from Uncle Toms, and empty liberal visions urging patience and re course to the law. The freedom struggle, Albert wrote, was a “headless revolution.”

Within a week of Cavanagh’s mayoral victory, The Illustrated News announced the creation of the Group on Advanced Leadership (GOAL), an alternative to the mainstream civil rights groups. Albert and the Henry brothers would co-lead. At the same time, the News was inviting guest columnists to write. Many were black teachers who complained of terrible conditions at their schools. Now on the last pages of almost every issue of the News, the number of churches subscribing to the paper grew. Albert received invitations to speak before lawyers’ guilds, fraternal lodges, churches, and other groups in the city.

Whatever the term New Negro had meant during the Harlem Renaissance, Albert grasped its implications for Detroit and other large cities whose demographics were changing rapidly in the early 1960s. The New Negroes were pushing out white politicians who mistakenly thought their jobs were safe. They were teasing the Uncle Toms who cried when Eleanor Roosevelt died in 1962 or rejoiced when the Republican governor George Romney took office in Michigan in 1963; Albert regarded these two events as the symbolic conclusions to an era of liberal optimism. Albert and the other New Negroes of Detroit took Romney’s win as further confirmation that the Democratic Party was, at every level, a “dead carcass.” Albert had been thinking JFK was full of hot air anyways. He’d gone silent on the violence in Birmingham, Alabama, and Albany, Georgia, as well as the James Meredith integration scandal at the University of Mississippi.

Albert’s profile was growing outside of his church thanks to his articles for The Illustrated News and the Michigan Chronicle, as well as his many public appearances. He had not yet disavowed the nonviolent tactics that had worked in the South. He believed that sit-ins and bus boycotts angered white people, who then spilled the blood of blacks, demonstrating that the latter possessed, Albert wrote, “a moral and spiritual superiority which is invincible.” This was the kind of statement that alarmed Albert’s critics. Perhaps it wouldn’t have been so concerning if Albert was a Sundays-only preacher. But since the late 1950s, he had been popping up everywhere, shaming administrators at school board meetings, endorsing black political candidates at tea and garden parties, and addressing ministers’ wives during breakfast hour at the YWCA. He told anyone who would listen to vote for blacks, buy from blacks, and to prepare themselves for the “Second Industrial Revolution,” the era of automation that was already putting black factory workers out of a job.

By 1963, Albert was becoming a problem for the city’s public officials. The issues of overflowing classrooms, school days so short that some places were in danger of losing accreditation, biased history textbooks and hiring practices, and irresponsible educational leaders were talking points during his almost two-year-long campaign against school millage increases. At almost 250 events throughout the city in 1962 and 1963, Albert urged civil disobedience, telling black audiences to “vote no.” His view that black people should not have to pay more property taxes to fund a school system that neglected their children drew loud outcries. Some said that Albert was a dangerous extremist who was sabotaging the futures of black youth. It is impossible to say how much Albert’s campaign affected the outcome, but the tax increase did not pass.



The national freedom movement had other concerns. The Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) was leading demonstrations in Birmingham, and in May 1963, the city’s public safety commissioner Bull Connor turned fire hoses and dogs on protestors. Fury crawled north. In Detroit, the events in Birmingham prompted Clarence LaVaughn Franklin, the famous pastor of the New Bethel Baptist Church, which had recently relocated to Linwood Street, to organize a march that would raise money for the SCLC. With the encouragement of Harry Belafonte and Mahalia Jackson, Martin Luther King, Jr., agreed to lead the Detroit march. Albert was not officially on the planning committee, but he convinced Franklin to widen the march’s purview and call attention to the inadequate state of housing, education, and employment for blacks in the North as well.

The date of the Walk to Freedom was set for Sunday, June 23, 1963. More than one hundred organizations throughout Michigan called event headquarters to commit marchers in the dozens or hundreds. Thousands of bumper stickers and handbills advertising the march were distributed. It was now time for the New Negroes of the North—those who had been waiting, as Albert wrote, for a “palace revolution”—to rise.

“Dr. Luther King’s strength lies with the masses of Negro people,” Albert wrote in The Illustrated News two weeks before the march. “The entire southern protest movement is a mass movement. The Detroit NAACP is a class organization. The reason for the success of one and the failure of the other is obvious.” Albert was speaking of a bubbling revolution from below, in which blacks of all backgrounds, not only middle-class gatekeepers, could take part. He felt that the day of the march would either be a disaster or signal a changing of the guard. Detroit’s police commissioner suggested that the police band lead marchers down to the Cobo Hall convention center, where Dr. King and others would speak. In a city that was now one-third black, one wrong move could set the dry earth aflame.

When June 23 came, it could have been mistaken for a feast day. Albert would recall how the Walk to Freedom that afternoon looked like “much more of a triumphant thing than Jesus had in Jerusalem.” The press estimated the number of marchers at 125,000. Others, including the police commissioner himself, placed the number as high as a quarter million. Albert later ridiculed the police officers stationed along the twenty-block route who knew that the mostly black crowd “could have walked them into the asphalt of the street without even striking a blow.” King had been rushed from his hotel suite to reach the procession. He walked arm-in-arm with C. L. Franklin some distance from the front. Albert was nearby, marching behind them. Some of Albert’s family were in the audience of twenty thousand that made it into Cobo Hall while excess crowds milled outside on the lawns, listening to loudspeakers.

Before King delivered his address, an early version of the speech he would refine for the March on Washington that August, Albert issued a fiery call for a picket of local grocery stores that were reluctant to hire black workers and sell products from black business owners. His microphone was cut off. It didn’t matter. He was said to have delivered a speech as electrifying as King’s, depending on what kind of message one wanted to hear that day. The Detroit march was downplayed by the national press, but King and others described the Walk to Freedom as the largest civil rights demonstration in the country’s history to that point.

Albert thought the event’s afterglow would last for years, but it faded within weeks. In early July, there was news about a philanthropic fund that would support major civil rights groups such as the SCLC, the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) ahead of the March on Washington. This sounded very much like a muzzle—white capitalists buying the cooperation of black groups before they received the national spotlight—and a death knell for whatever radical spirit of direct action remained. Albert had hoped that, for King, the expression freedom now! meant something like traffic blockages shutting D.C. down for a week and sit-ins inside both chambers of Congress. But with cities screening participants before sending them on trains and buses to the nation’s capital, with preapproved signs and songs, the March on Washington was shaping up to be more like a Sunday school picnic than a protest. The defiant King who had sat in a Birmingham jail in June 1963 was the last version of the man Albert could get behind. The King who stood in the National Mall two months later was a poor imitation, an integrationist who believed too strongly that the word of Brown v. Board of Education was inviolable.



On the day of the Washington march, brochures were passed out in Detroit and its suburbs announcing the formation of a political party that saw no future for black people in either the Democratic or Republican camps. William Worthy, a journalist for the Baltimore Afro-American and a close friend of Malcolm X, was on a national speaking tour for his Freedom Now Party. Its emphasis on ideological independence was influenced by political groups abroad like Ghana’s Convention People’s Party and Algeria’s National Liberation Front. Worthy admired Albert, and a week after the March on Washington, The Illustrated News reprinted one of Worthy’s speeches. “To get anywhere,” he wrote, “we must make a clean break with the cold-war liberals, white or black.”

The Freedom Now Party was based in New York City, but its most active chapter was in Detroit. In October 1963, Albert hosted the party’s Michigan organizing drive at Central. Hundreds of people listened as “an all-black slate and a platform for liberation” were proposed for the 1964 elections. Among other points, the platform called for an end to police brutality, better schools for black children, and solutions to people’s everyday needs that were not stymied by “the economic theories of this society.” Albert was one of the organizers for the party’s Michigan branch, as were the Henry brothers and Wilfred X. Wilfred was Malcolm X’s older brother and the minister at Temple No. 1. Albert received a standing ovation as he compared the Freedom Now Party to an emerging African nation. Wilfred X enjoyed rousing applause of his own when he outlined a separatist plan for an all-black nation that literalized Albert’s analogy.

C. L. Franklin was starting to distance himself from Albert, who served with him on the Detroit Council of Human Rights (DCHR). Albert had predicted that Franklin would, like King, become one of the out-of-touch Negroes who “spoke loftily of the disciplines of ‘non-violence’ and the power of ‘redemptive love,’ not realizing that neither meant anything to the people they were ‘leading.’” Franklin had been planning a fall summit in Detroit to create a northern counterpart to the SCLC, which he was calling the Northern Negro Leadership Conference. Soon after Albert suggested that William Worthy join a DCHR exploratory committee for the summit, Franklin cut Albert out of the planning process. He feared that an endorsement from the Freedom Now Party would make him look like some unpalatable Marcus Garvey type. As far as Albert was concerned, the DCHR was dead. In his resignation letter, he wrote that, “in renouncing the independent black political action represented by the Freedom Now Party, and the new Negro image which is called ‘black nationalism,’ the DCHR has renounced any reason for its existence.”

Albert, the Henry brothers, Wilfred X, and the other Freedom Now organizers were suddenly untethered from the “respectable” black groups. The once-radical promises of the SCLC, SNCC, and CORE had been co-opted. No Republican or Democrat was worth taking seriously at the national level. The New Negroes who were now referring to themselves as black nationalists called up Malcolm X. Would he headline an alternative event that they were planning, to take place on the same day C. L. Franklin was hosting his? Malcolm X had watched the feel-good Walk to Freedom on television. It was a display, he said, “with clowns leading it, white clowns and black clowns.” It would be his honor to speak at an event that promised something more. Malcolm requested Elijah Muhammad’s permission to speak at the Northern Negro Grassroots Leadership Conference in November. The Messenger assented.

On November 10, 1963, Malcolm entered Detroit’s King Solomon Baptist Church. The Art Deco structure had plenty of room to accommodate the three thousand visitors who came to hear the Nation of Islam’s deputy speak. Many of the attendees were factory workers, teachers, and students. Conference delegates pledged support to the Freedom Now Party. In his address, Malcolm told the rapt audience that they should not mindlessly agree to being called provincial Ne groes when the struggle they ought to participate in was borderless and black.

“Whoever heard of a revolution where they lock arms, as Reverend Cleage was pointing out beautifully?” Malcolm asked.

Black revolutionaries wanted land for a country of their own, Malcolm said. Negroes were incapable of revolt and slithered back to the plantation. Malcolm’s message to the grassroots conference was a totem to which the city’s revolutionaries would return in years to come. A couple of weeks after the event, reflecting on the limitations of suffering in the name of redemption, Albert thought of Christ’s crucifixion. Too many Negroes closed the Bible at the part in the story where Christ dies on the cross. Had they flipped a few more pages, they might have seen that he had awoken from his brief sleep and made his way out of the tomb.






LETTER IV: JUST A PRISONER


Sometimes criminal behavior has no logic. I was not a person of low means. I had options in life and most of them were positive. Though I was Baptist, I went to Catholic school from first to eighth grade. My classmates’ parents were writers, directors, lawyers, and judges. I played youth football and was in the Cub Scouts, from Webelos to well beyond Tiger Cub. My parents had a brand-new Honda, a BMW, and a Volvo. I was given the best life.

What happened in my mind and heart that would lead me to put myself in prison? Even with the dysfunction of my parents’ household, I was not supposed to be there. I was lying on my hard, freshly made, cotton-stuffed mattress, covered with a sheet and two wool blankets. The upside of segregation was that I was alone and able to pray. Prayer was my only peace. I truly believed that God allowed for situations that made me react in ways that sent me to segregation. Segregation gave me the only time I could talk to God alone. In prison, it was imperative that I pray. Prayer kept trouble away from me. God does not lead men into terrible situations, but when I led myself into a terrible thing, He did not leave my side.



Segregation is often in a setting where steel and finished cinder block make up the walls of a room. These rooms usually surround a command center for corrections officers. In Coldwater, the room was set up like a motel. I lay and prayed. I did this day and night with no other human interaction for about eighteen days. These eighteen days in segregation were brutal. I had never truly been without any human contact in my life. Day after day, the only sign that another person knew I existed was when a food tray slid through the slot at the bottom of the steel door for three meals each day.

I spoke to no one except God. There was nothing else to do. I had a window in my room that was purposely high on the wall, out of reach. I could only see the moon during the night if I stood on my bed, but otherwise I saw nothing else except sky. I asked God if He could help me. One officer brought me some Better Homes & Gardens magazines. The only way for me to get water was to save the milk carton from breakfast and rinse it out, then drink from the bathroom tap.

Being in prison meant that a certain amount of hope was gone. Each day was a reminder of being lost. Lost in that we were not living normal and productive lives. We were not raising our children. We were not loving our wives. We were not invested in careers, neighborhoods, or society. We were lost there. The only way to be found was to build our minds.

Each day in prison we wore the same outfit. It was a midnight-blue button-down shirt, usually short-sleeved. Short-sleeved shirts meant that you couldn’t hide a knife or contraband on your arm. People who go to prison often mask the shame of their choices by acting as if it’s a badge of power, experience, or honor. It is none of these. Prison is the result of going the wrong way in life. It’s not fashionable.



I want to begin the real story. The story that aligns with you—in freedom. The real story starts when I was released from my long yet temporary imprisonment. Freedom is when I am next to you.






A Strategy of Chaos


The few members of Central who felt ill at ease with their pastor’s activism in the early 1960s thought he had lost his spiritual way. For these conservatives, Albert’s involvement with the nationalist Freedom Now Party and the pro-black Illustrated News, which in some weeks circulated 50,000 copies, made him a bigot no better than the Alabama governor George Wallace. Unable to tolerate more, this group left the church in the first half of the 1960s. By the start of 1964, Albert was calling for all-black economic and political organizations to be built.

Discussions about neighborhood integration were lively in Detroit because of ongoing fair housing debates, which would determine where non-whites would be allowed to live in the city. In 1963, Governor Romney called a “free and open housing market” a public responsibility and said that housing discrimination was the most serious civil rights issue in the state. A fair housing bill that his administration supported died in the state legislature. Albert followed these events closely. “You would have thought [the bill] was an ordinance designed to put a black rattlesnake into every white home in the city of Detroit,” he said in a speech supporting the Freedom Now Party. In one of his most popular articles for the News, Albert wrote that whether black people received open occupancy privileges or not, there was going to come a time when it would be “desirable that the great majority of black men choose to live together in separate Negro communities.”

Albert believed that Brown v. Board of Education had been a red herring for integrationists. With few exceptions, white people had proven time and again that most of them did not want black neighbors. This was useful information. It reinforced Albert’s certainty that true integration would never happen and that racial conflict would never end. He admired the work of the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, who had written in Beyond Good and Evil (1886) about humanity’s unquenchable will to power and the necessity of conflict. In The Illustrated News, Albert had written that the “‘will to power’ of the group becomes the sum total of the collective drives for personal recognition of its component members. The group, then, cannot cease and desist in its struggle for power, without destroying the sense of self-regard of its members and at the same time destroying its reason for being.” When Albert spoke about the need for black people to attain power, he was talking about the importance of being able to see one another clearly, without the distorting effects of self-hate.

Albert invited his black readers “to evolve a strategy of chaos.” He was asking them to accept the reality of “inevitable, inescapable, interminable conflict.” He was also adapting a concept from the Martinican psychiatrist Frantz Fanon’s book The Wretched of the Earth, which had been published a few years earlier. Fanon’s book, a sacred text for anticolonial movements around the world, spoke of decolonization as “a program of complete disorder.” Freeing oneself from the shackles of a white-dominated world required a hard-fought balance of method and unruliness, a firmness of intention and an openness to the future’s random swerves. The script that would dismantle the familiar world was unwritten.

Seen from the proper angle, these realizations led to the opposite of despair and pessimism; they enabled acceptance and preparation. There was no guaranteed success. Making peace with the fact that the freedom fight was unpredictable and potentially fractious would allow black people to “devise a strategy of conflict for all time to come,” Albert wrote, “not for a brief period of bitter struggle to be followed by a millennium when the lion and the lamb will lie down together and every man will sit in peace and contentment.” Violence in self-defense would always be one of conflict’s possible expressions, but this was not Albert’s primary concern. He was more worried about what it would take for black people to combat white society’s favorite power plays: gerrymandering, redlining, blockbusting, scaremongering, and urban renewing among them.

Between blacks and whites, Albert believed, the arc of history was either headed toward a tenuous balance of power or one side’s destruction. The will to live had always begotten black nations-within-a-nation. And for blacks in Detroit, one of many “nations” emerging, the combination of newfound political power and pronounced racial inequalities would spark the creation of what Albert termed “a Black brotherhood of necessity.” It was Albert’s utopian belief that “the Negro must seek to develop a separate racial economy and social existence within the established framework of American life.”

Dreams of revolutionary class warfare or a multiracial beloved community were impractical and less likely to succeed than a black liberation movement based on long-established principles of cooperation and mutual aid. “When the Negro has realistically re-stated his goals in objective terms,” Cleage wrote, “and no longer seeks to [lose] his physical identity through ‘Assimilation,’ nor his psycho-social identity through either Christian brotherhood or revolutionary marxian economics, only then will he be in a position to TAKE THE NEXT STEP by undertaking a comprehensive program of independent black political action and independent black co-operative economic action.”



Freedom Now was a national party with only one notable arm, in Michigan. After receiving enough signatures across the state to make it onto the 1964 ballot, Albert, the party chairman, was optimistic about the future of independent black politics and the party’s slate of twenty-five candidates. He had accepted his nomination to run for governor on the Freedom Now Party ticket. A vote for Freedom Now was not a throwaway. If enough people got behind the party, Albert reasoned, it might force concessions from Democrats who took black support for granted. But when November came, Freedom Now was put out to pasture. Back in July, when thousands of people in Harlem rebelled for six nights after a cop killed a black teenager, party leadership thought 100,000 votes in their favor was a modest estimate. They waited for results on election night and rejoiced when they learned they were getting votes in the tens of thousands. The celebration was short-lived. An election official told them it was a technical error. They had received a few thousand votes. The Freedom Now Party’s nationalistic platform proved too extreme for the average voter. The party dissolved shortly thereafter and The Illustrated News went with it.

Over the next two years, Albert made three more attempts at political office, having accepted that the Democratic Party was, for pragmatic purposes, the most feasible way for black people to have a hand in government. He lost a city council race in 1965 and, in 1966, his simultaneous campaigns for Detroit’s board of education and a congressional seat were defeated. Albert wasn’t trying to make a rhetorical point with these successive failures. He wanted to win. It would be impractical for black people to withdraw from politics entirely when the struggle for power was still so uneven. The uncomfortable truth was that compromises were part of realizing any utopian vision in the world. The question of which compromises were acceptable would later be at the heart of Albert’s disagreements with other black revolutionaries. But politics was only one prong in the “total program” of black liberation that Albert was thinking about. He was a minister, after all. There were matters of the heart and soul to consider. His ideas were falling into place, and now what he needed was people, the ensemble that would help him enact them.



Edward Vaughn, an Alabama native and deacon at Central who had provided logistical support for GOAL, the Freedom Now Party, and The Illustrated News, had come to Detroit looking for work in 1955, when he was twenty-one. He got a job as a Woolworth’s busboy before joining the Army, which stationed him in Germany for two years beginning in 1957. When he returned to Detroit, he became a postal worker.

In 1962, the Jewish American journalist Ralph Ginzburg published 100 Years of Lynchings, a compilation of newspaper accounts that laid bare the history of racial violence in the United States. It was an immediate touchstone for black readers at a point when interest in such history was growing. Dissatisfaction with the way black history was taught and censored in the media and in schools was compounded by the dearth of black-owned bookstores, which were almost nonexistent even in major American cities. Detroit did not have one. Vaughn eventually obtained a copy of Ginzburg’s book, and other black postal workers were soon asking to borrow it. They requested more books, at which point Vaughn began ordering and selling them from the trunk of his car. Demand never died, and with his aunt and co-owner Polly Rawls, he opened Vaughn’s Book Store in December 1964 on Dexter Avenue. It was a five-minute drive from Central.

Vaughn’s was Detroit’s first black-owned bookstore. In addition to books and plays, the store sold art, teaching guides, periodicals like The Illustrated News, records, prints, and more. Many of the prints featured the work of the Detroit portraitist Jon Onye Lockard, whose art had drawn Albert’s attention. Two of the best-selling Lockard prints were his Black Christ and Interruption, a depiction of an African mother breastfeeding her baby boy. On Sundays, Vaughn sold books at Central. Another churchgoer suggested that he hold forums at the bookstore on topics of interest to the black community. He took that advice, and the weekly Thursday discussions at his store formed the basis of a program he called Forum ’66. Because of Vaughn’s connections to Detroit’s most outspoken black nationalists and the uniqueness of his enterprise, Forum ’66 became a major nexus for the city’s black intellectuals, artists, and inquisitive young people in the wake of Malcolm X’s assassination in February 1965.

In Vaughn, Albert saw an ideal partner. Using their respective bookshop and church as interlinked bases, Vaughn and Albert decided to invite local and nationally known black thinkers together. These vibrant exchanges would help forge artistic and political coalitions among young revolutionaries. The first major event Vaughn and Albert partnered on was a remarkable proof of concept. Vaughn’s Forum ’66 committee and the men’s club at Central were the main sponsors of the first Black Arts Conference and Workshop, which was scheduled to take place at Albert’s church in June 1966. The event would be held in honor of Marcus Garvey, whom Albert had designated as Central’s patron saint. No other person that century had done more than Garvey to inspire a global utopian movement for black autonomy, in body and spirit. His example planted the seeds in Albert’s mind for a new movement that could launch in Detroit and spread to every corner of the black world.

The young organizer who had replaced John Lewis as SNCC chairman in May of that year, Stokely Carmichael, was originally slated to deliver the opening keynote for the Black Arts Conference. An injury he sustained at a demonstration thwarted those plans. A correspondent for the Nation of Islam’s paper, Muhammad Speaks, read a message at the conference on Carmichael’s behalf. Hundreds of people from around the country attended programs that lasted for three days. Panels were held on black creativity and the arts—from the international Négritude movement to the need for more black-focused publishing houses and theaters. Speakers called for a reframing of history, religion, and educational practices through the lens of black nationalism. Malcolm X’s widow, Betty Shabazz, was in attendance, among many other luminaries: activists such as the actor Ossie Davis and the jazz drummer Max Roach; Max Stanford, a founder of the Revolutionary Action Movement (RAM), a pioneering organization that sought to create an independent black socialist republic through guerrilla warfare and protest in cities; leaders of the young Black Arts Movement including the poet and dramatist LeRoi Jones and the art critic Larry Neal; and artists and writers such as the exiled South African poet Keorapetse Kgositsile, the sculptor Oliver LaGrone, and the novelist John Oliver Killens.

The first Black Arts Conference was a watershed event that made Detroit—and Albert’s church, in particular—one of the capitals of the black nationalist turn in the 1960s. Although he missed the conference, Stokely Carmichael managed to visit the city for a July 30, 1966, rally in support of Albert’s candidacy for the U.S. House of Representatives. Carmichael came back to Detroit that September and received his due welcome at Central. Listeners crowded doorways and stood atop tables in the balcony section to see him. How long had it been since the Holy Spirit flowed through someone so young, a twenty-five-year-old like this? Carmichael addressed the audience with the excoriating love of a preacher. He took digs at the women and men in the crowd with wigs and straight or processed hair. The jokes received raucous approval.

“We have been running so long, but now we’re out of breath,” he said. “My great-grandfather took it, my grandmother took it, my father and mother took it, but it’s time for all of us now to stop and look this thing over real good, and then do what we gotta do.” He made the invocation people wanted to hear—“Black Power! Black Power!”—and they said it back.

“Tell it like it is, baby!” someone shouted.

Carmichael said that black people needed co-ops and stores, credit unions, and real estate that couldn’t be taken away. If Detroit raised property taxes, he said, it would hardly affect blacks in the city because most of them had no property to speak of. Carmichael’s call for black cooperative movements spoke to something that was already under way at Central. During Albert’s 1965 city council campaign, his brother Henry had lighted upon the idea of a jointly owned cooperative. A study group soon came together, and in December 1965, the group incorporated the Black Star Co-operative. It was named after Marcus Garvey’s steamship line that was meant to take black Americans to the African continent.

Ed Vaughn was appointed chairman of the co-op, which was based at his bookstore. Members needed five dollars to join—the same amount that stock certificates for Garvey’s Black Star Line and Negro Factories Corporation had gone for. Shares would start at $25 apiece. The first plan the co-op announced was a supermarket to be located right next to Central. Its top priority, however, was the creation of a “cooperative housing corporation designed to bring us together in one place so that we may support one another in our endeavors and free a larger portion of our resources for the task at hand.”



Late in 1966, after the Black Arts Conference and Carmichael’s speech at Central, Albert made Vaughn chair of Central’s cultural committee. The committee would be responsible for revising the church’s conventional Christian rituals and songbooks, recording and distributing Albert’s sermons, and replacing its most glaring concession to the dominant imagery of the past—this was the first thing most people saw when entering the sanctuary, the stained-glass depiction of a white Pilgrim arriving on America’s eastern shores. Albert put Vaughn in charge of coming up with an alternative, though he thought Jon Onye Lockard’s painting of a black Christ was a clear winner. Vaughn disagreed because Lockard’s Jesus—afro-wearing, with dark skin reflecting the light of burning crosses behind him—had long, glassy tears dripping from baby-blue eyes. His blue eyes were the sort that people like Elijah Muhammad imputed to the devil.

The Detroit writer Harold Lawrence had published a poem in Negro Digest a few years earlier that Vaughn never forgot. The title, “Black Madonna,” was mentioned only in the back of the issue:


DaVinci, and Angelo, wiped you white,

Released floods of forgotten nights;

But you remained beautiful still



Vaughn didn’t yet know how popular black Madonna imagery was in other parts of the world, but a colored mother Mary was an enticing and provocative idea. Her image would do more than replace the white Pilgrim—it would inject new life into black Christianity itself. When the new year arrived—1967—Vaughn wrote that the cultural committee’s “first project is a Black Madonna painting for the sanctuary.”

Among the Black Arts Conference’s more understated panelists was the quiet painter and Forum ’66 committee member Glanton Dowdell. In 1962, after thirteen years in prison, he was freed on parole. The next year, an artist friend that Glanton had met before his incarceration introduced him to Leslie Bell, a single mother of two boys. Leslie was irreverent, decisive, and firm in her opinions, as Glanton found out the night they met for a double date with the artist friend and his wife. While driving Leslie home, Glanton’s friends asked him about some other woman. Why, Leslie wondered, had they brought her here to dilly-dally with a womanizer? Her night was ruined. Come to find out, the woman in question was Glanton’s guitar. Leslie and Glanton married not long after.

Ed Vaughn learned about the artist and his acclaimed work after his release. It was through Vaughn that Glanton and Leslie were introduced to Detroit’s black radicals. The couple entered the stream of nation-building activity with natural grace. Glanton’s most important “organization,” he joked, was his new family, which expanded as he and Leslie had three children together—Lance, Stacy, and Lindiwe—in addition to the two boys from Leslie’s previous marriage, Gary and Keith. By 1967, Glanton, Leslie, their children, and Glanton’s mother were living together. By then, Glanton owned his own art gallery not far from Central, and early that year, the church’s cultural committee commissioned him to paint a Black Madonna mural large enough to cover the tall window depicting the Pilgrim.






“You Were Beautiful When Your Apparition Formed”


[image: ]

In 1959, at sixteen, Rose Percita Brooks had two choices: the Navy or the nunnery. The way her grandmother Rosie beat her for kissing a boy on a couch in her home made the girl want to run into a convent. At least there she would be far from the old woman’s wrath. Whatever inspired Rosie’s cruel beatings may have been a holdover from an ancestor’s pain during slavery times, some ghost haunting the old woman. Rosie was not yet born when slavery existed in Memphis, but she would always moan joyfully in church as though she had witnessed the first Juneteenth. It was clear when the spirit possessed her. She grunted more loudly than anyone else. Oh, that’s grandma, Rose thought. She’s happy now. She’s got the Holy Spirit.

It was Rose’s grandfather who told his wife that the girl was in the living room with a stranger. They had flirted from opposite ends of the sofa until Rose accepted the boy’s slow departing kiss. That same evening, Rosie surprised the girl when she was changing for bed. As she recoiled from her grandmother’s blows, Rose thought of herself as an abused housewife, so wholly bound to her captor that she started to feel indistinguishable from Rosie. Would she ever escape her grandmother’s orbit? Rose bathed the woman, laid out her church clothes, and had nearly the same damn name.

“What are you doing with that man?” Rosie demanded. The worst thing the girl could do was lift her arms to protect her face. Rosie’s force increased each time the girl tried to shield herself from the blows.

The old woman’s rage pushed Rose Percita away. Her dreams of Howard University and Tennessee State receded. In Nashville, the Navy recruited Rose before the sisterhood could. She gave them her loyalty and hoped they would be gentler than the Marine Corps or Air Force. Boot camp and a nearly fatal swimming test were her first obstacles. She was posted at a naval station in Arlington, Virginia, as a stringer photographer for a Navy paper. Over the next four years, few aspects of life on the base escaped her notice. She and her sole colleague, a white man from North Carolina, ran the publishing operation, “a cute little thing up on a hill,” Rose would later call it, a world of their own. The delight of developing film and watching outlines take form on the photo paper kept Rose’s mind active.

Clubs for noncommissioned officers and enlisted men adjoined the photo lab. One captain, a surgeon at Walter Reed Hospital, charmed Rose. He would not let the usual rites of courtship stand in his way, however, and so he tied her up and “took it.” It was her first time. Rose could not hide her “little watermelon” for long. Her honorable discharge in 1963 stranded her again as a twenty-year-old. She was an expecting mother with no income and no roof. One of Rosie’s daughters, the girl’s aunt, lived in Detroit and agreed to take her in. The aunt was just as mean as Rosie. Rose forgave it but could not live with it and she fled to the home of her uncle. She then met and married a kind man, naming her son after him: Bernard Waldon, Jr. They called the baby boy “Barney.”



By 1967, Rose Waldon had been in Detroit for a few years, but she still could not afford to buy herself a washing machine and dryer. She would often take her three-year-old son to the laundromat with her. A man approached them one day by the laundromat entrance as they were walking in. Was he some kook? What did he want? The man introduced himself as the assistant at an artist’s gallery. He made a claim that Rose would start to hear more often in the North: he told her that she had a memorable face.

It was true. Her jawline was sharp and her cheeks reflected varied gradations of light. Each of her dimples was a shallow depression. The assistant asked Rose if she would like to model for a mural of a Black Madonna and Child at Central Church. She did not know what the church was or why this man would think a mother with her child at a laundromat would accept his invitation, but when he explained what the church was about, she said, “Why yes, I would be honored to try that.”

Rose and Glanton developed an easy rapport during the first interview at his studio. He was quite handsome with that beard, those wide eyes, and the baby-faced pucker to his lips.

He asked her where she lived.

Not far from the gallery.

Had she done any modeling previously?

She had not.

Well, she might consider it.

Glanton had her sit in the back of the studio as he drew a portrait study in charcoal. The oils came later. Rose was asked to find a beautiful outfit. She had a designer weave a pretty caftan that made it appear as though she moved like water over rocks. Some of their evening sessions were brief, with not much accomplished, Rose thought. But on Glanton’s canvas, she took on new form. Her face was looking like the sculpted clay busts of modernist black artists—William Artis’s Head of an African American Woman (1939) or Sargent Claude Johnson’s Chester (1931). The collaboration between the artist and his subject took one month. In the final image, Glanton captured not only some semblance of Rose, but also his earliest memories of growing up in Black Bottom, where the first sights he remembered were the brown legs, worn shoes, and swishing skirts of the women in his household. Those women had “hummed, chattered, and laughed,” alchemizing Glanton’s hunger and want into something more bearable.

Glanton’s Black Madonna was too stocky to be a replica of Rose alone, and when she later walked into the church to view this woman who was herself and not-herself, she would observe her dark face on a woman with a “happy” body. It was hard to say who the original woman was or where the artist’s influence began, as if there were a single source. Was the shawl over the Madonna’s head what Glanton described as his own grandmother Annie’s “thick iron gray hair … over a deep, brown face”? Were her lips drawn tight because of Annie’s “awesome quietness” and her aversion to idle chatter? If Annie was in the painting, too, it was because the stories she had told Glanton when he was a child were, the artist wrote, “meant to define me to myself.”

Was Rose looking at herself, or the mother figure that the women in her own family wished they could have been? Was this what she would look like in her thirties or forties, or was this the person she must try to become? When Rose first saw the Black Madonna, she began to cry, the first time of many throughout that day. She understood at once the pride that the Muslims of Elijah Muhammad’s Nation must have felt when they grew their own food, as they were known to do in states across the South and Midwest, including Michigan. The mural brought to Rose’s mind the landscape of a farm. The portrait had the power to sustain.

Rose could not see the future, but if she had, she would have seen how the hard-jawed Madonna exhumed black people’s memories of their mothers, grandmothers, and other ancestral spirits. She would make people feel that they had seen someone like her before. The Black Madonna had the difficult task ahead of her of reminding black people that they could be united in a single image or purpose that reflected many conflicting selves. She was a divine archetype and an individual unlike anyone else. For all her poise and stillness, the Black Madonna was not static. She looked out, and in her eyes were glints of recognition.



Throughout history, Black Madonnas from Europe to Asia have usually been understood as alternatives to the norm. In Poland, an ancient Black Madonna icon housed at a monastery in Częstochowa became a beloved symbol of national independence and resistance against invaders. The original icon of Our Lady of Kazan in western Russia was a foot-tall wood painting adorned by admirers with precious stones and said to have inspired miracles and armies. Before the Crusades, the Black Madonnas of the Byzantine Empire were revered outside of the Roman church. The materials that Black Madonna statues were made from—meteoric stone, the wood of oaks, cedars, and fruit trees—were as diverse as the guises she was thought to have taken in various mythic traditions: Isis, Demeter, St. Mary of Egypt, the Queen of Sheba, the bride in the Song of Songs.

The mystery of the Black Madonna’s color had perplexed histori ans and priests for centuries. Had she been blackened by candle soot? Was it aged wood or paint? Was she darkened by the solar radiance of her love? Stained by soil after a burial, to hide her from Muslims during the Crusades? Few seemed to believe that her blackness made sense, despite her popularity in many parts of the world and the tendency of people to create art in their own image.

Years after Glanton painted his mural, some New Age astrologers, spiritually minded feminists, and psychoanalysts inspired by the theories of Carl Jung would regard the Black Madonna as the archetype that best embodied the Aquarian age (though none of these people seemed to know about Glanton’s painting). The Age of Aquarius would be defined by the destruction of dangerous ideologies that threatened the Black Madonna, who for some became the symbol of a fertile, healthy earth. For different utopian thinkers from the 1960s on, the Black Madonna was understood as an enemy of capitalism, militarism, nuclearism, environmental degradation, white Christianity, and white supremacy. Her emergence from the black collective unconscious, when Glanton Dowdell awakened her from a long dormancy with his brush, sounded the bells of kairos—the appointed time for what Jung in The Undiscovered Self (1958) called a “metamorphosis of the gods.”



As Glanton’s work on the Black Madonna proceeded apace, the first two months of 1967 looked bad for Albert, who again found himself leading an ill-fated organizing effort. When Congress stripped New York’s Rep. Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., of a House committee chairmanship for misconduct, Albert and other activists tried to plan a national one-day boycott in February. They asked black supporters to stay home from work and school in protest. The “general strike” was a humiliating failure. The organizers were either ignored or castigated in the press. Some journalists described Albert as a race chauvinist who may have finally received his comeuppance. One critic suggested that he had “the backing of only a minority of his own people.”

Albert was not deterred. In the two weeks leading up to Easter Sunday, he preached at Central on “the black messiah’s call to discipleship” and the “betrayal of the black messiah.” If the Madonna could be black, what of her son? In preaching about a black Christ, Albert was continuing a provocative, centuries-long tradition. It harked back, in part, to Albert’s Oberlin days, when he studied the work of liberal Christians who believed that the Bible was open to interpretation and that God was active in history, embodied by flesh-and-blood individuals. The theologians who, in the nineteenth century, began to analyze the historical and linguistic context of the Bible also inaugurated a quest to find evidence for the life of Jesus.

The search for the historical Jesus coincided with the rise of scientific racism, which found its greatest champions among white Christians. Many believed that black people were descendants of Ham, son of the biblical Noah. After seeing his father naked, Ham’s son Canaan is cursed and destined to be “a servant of servants,” a slave. Black people had every incentive to contend with white enslavers over the true meaning of Ham’s story and of any biblical tale at all. If white supremacists wanted to play a bad-faith interpretive game that shored up their power, then black freedom seekers could frustrate the game’s premise, complicate its rules, and find their own use for sacred texts.

In 1901, the black writer W. L. Hunter published Jesus Christ Had Negro Blood in His Veins. The black Christ appeared later in the writings of Harlem Renaissance authors such as Countee Cullen and Langston Hughes, as well as the work of W. E. B. Du Bois. Albert was developing his own argument that the historical Jesus was a black man who, before his untimely death, led a revolutionary movement against his white Roman oppressors. In describing Jesus as black, Albert was applying a bit of irony to his earnest belief that Christ descended from Israelites who had, for generations, been mixing with Egyptians— often conceived of as colored Africans by Afrocentric thinkers—and ethnic groups in the southern Levant. If this were true, then Jesus was, in contemporary terms, a mixed-race Middle Easterner who would not have passed the “one-drop rule” that had once been legally enshrined in parts of the American South.

“By American law,” Albert later wrote, “God is black.” If the son of God had been unfortunate enough to live in the United States, he would only recently have been afforded his civil liberties. The idea that Jesus was akin to a zealous black nationalist, albeit a martyred one, showed the members of Albert’s church that they had it within themselves to carry on a long-standing historical struggle. Inevitably, as the story goes, the Black Messiah rises from the dead.



The Black Messiah’s resurrection was the subject of Albert’s sermon on March 26, 1967. The many years of spiritual bondage that black people had endured needed to end. Black nationalists, in Detroit and elsewhere, were demanding revolutions in politics, economics, and the arts that would transform the meaning of Christ’s kingdom on earth. Albert would show that the revolution could extend even to the black church, which Elijah Muhammad and Malcolm X had so loudly decried as useless and dead.

Albert agreed that the black church was littered with hypocrites and selfish leaders, but by no means was it dead. He believed it was still the epicenter of black American life and would need to play an essential role in whatever mass movements were to come. The day of the resurrection sermon was memorable not only for the official unveiling of the Black Madonna and the absence of its creator—Glanton was scheduled to appear in court for his involvement in a disturbance that nearly escalated into a riot the summer before—but also for Albert’s declaration that the next stage of the pursuit for Black Power was about to begin. He called it the Black Christian Nationalism movement.

This was news to many in the church, and nothing had prepared them for the sight of an eighteen-foot-tall, nine-foot-wide black woman. She stood on a pile of rocks with a horizon of spires and shacks behind her. Wearing a lavender tunic and sky-blue throw, the implacable Black Madonna stared at her viewers from the center of a triangle of light and cradled her swaddled son. A journalist who had seen Glanton’s Madonna two days before the reveal described her as a “weary earth mother, protecting a young child in her arms.”

Albert’s slow delivery that day betrayed his awe. “We really don’t need a sermon this morning. We’ll just sit here and look at the Black Madonna and marvel that we’ve come so far, that we can conceive of the possibility of the son of God being born by a black woman. That’s a long way for us because it wasn’t so long ago when that would’ve been an impossible conception … We didn’t believe that even God could use us for His purpose because we were so low, so despised. Because we despised ourselves.”

Betty Shabazz would speak at Albert’s church on Mother’s Day a couple months later. “I don’t know much about what Mr. Cleage is doing,” she said, “but anyone who has such a beautiful picture of a black woman in his church must be a great man. Anyone with such a painting that is so beautiful and has such a spiritual quality, I think what he would do would be for the good of black people.”

Shabazz’s comments were prescient. Albert’s Messiah and Glanton’s Madonna were instruments to show black people that the most sacred struggles took place in the flesh. They had the power to insert themselves in history, to rewrite and therefore create it. Each person had to make a choice. “Was he going to be a part of the Nation,” Albert asked in his resurrection sermon, “or was he going to stay outside the Nation?” Not everyone could make it in. And among those who did, not everyone would last. It was hard to find people who could commit to sustaining a revolution and sacrificing old notions of what their lives would become.

“When we march,” Albert would write the year after the Black Madonna’s unveiling, “when we take it to the streets in open conflict, we must understand that in the stamping feet and the thunder of violence we can hear the voice of God.”






A New Faith


On the morning of Sunday, July 23, 1967, Albert received a series of phone calls from parishioners and journalists. The first group wanted to know if service was still happening that day, and they advised Albert of the safest routes to church. The latter asked Albert whether he intended to go on the radio and call for peace after fighting had broken out on Twelfth Street, about a five-minute drive from Central. Early that morning, police had raided a speakeasy where a party was thrown to celebrate the return of two GIs from their service in Vietnam. More than eighty people were arrested. Thousands were now out on the streets.

It was too early to tell if this would be a short-lived riot or the start of a longer uprising, but Albert made it clear in his sermon that morning that he was going to support the insurgents. At the time of the Watts Rebellion in 1965, Albert had preached on the biblical figure of Samson, one of the hotheaded judges of Israel who defended his nation from the Philistines. The spirit of that hero was being revived today. “We are fighting for little boys who don’t dress nicely, who don’t know how to talk, who don’t know what manners are,” Albert said of the Samson-like discontents who were upturning the world that day. “Little boys who are nasty, who steal, who are darting around in the slums, learning the hard way, who don’t have any opportunity.”

Over the next four days, what unfolded would variously be re ferred to as a riot, an insurrection, a revolution, and, from the viewpoints of many who would later join Albert Cleage’s church, a rebellion. Most of the violence and destruction occurred between the start of the raid and the following Tuesday. Fires spread rapidly from where the rebellion began on the city’s west side, consuming homes, tenements, and businesses across city blocks. Many of the businesses were white-owned. Looters, black and white alike, took from stores, in groups or on their own. Disbelieving spectators watched from their lawns, their homes, and their cars. Firefighters who attempted to douse the flames and mediators who tried to pacify the rebels were pelted with stones and bottles.

Sympathetic observers of the chaos would later differentiate this uprising from a riot that tore through the city in 1943, which was mainly motivated by racial antipathy and resulted in thirty-four deaths. Whatever was going on now may have been a broader outcry, an unprecedented protest against decades of economic inequality, housing shortages, poor living conditions, and police brutality. It was unclear what a new and better world might look like after this, but even the blurriest vision revealed a reality much more desirable than the one they had. The future Detroit mayor Coleman Young recalled in his autobiography that while “the city was pillaged and burned, it became graphically evident that the black citizens were hell-bent on destroying the artifacts of their own haunted fate.”

In the immediate aftermath of the Twelfth Street outbreak, Louis Lomax, the journalist who had brought national attention to Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam as a producer of the documentary The Hate That Hate Produced (1959), blamed what was happening in Detroit on an unfounded conspiracy between a small group of revolutionaries. Among the names he mentioned were Albert Cleage, Jr., Edward Vaughn, and Milton and Richard Henry. All four were generally acknowledged as the most outspoken leaders of black political struggle in Detroit.

Local and state police, as well as National Guardsmen, had fanned out across Detroit well before President Lyndon Johnson authorized nearly 5,000 federal troops from the 82nd and 101st Airborne divisions to enter the city late on Monday night. By 3 a.m. the following morning—the day that tanks equipped with .50-caliber guns arrived in the city—the paratroopers had moved into the city’s east side. Most police and National Guardsmen were patrolling the west side, where many accounts of intimidation and brutality by law enforcement emerged. Authorities shot out streetlights to navigate stealthily at night, which only exacerbated the situation. Police cruisers stalked dark alleyways with their windows rolled down and shotgun barrels aimed at shadows. According to many witnesses, the National Guardsmen were the most feared and despised perpetrators of violence. Many of them were young white men who lived in other parts of Michigan and had come to the city with frayed nerves and trigger-happy impulses.

When Ed Vaughn returned to Detroit from a Black Power conference in Newark, he saw that his bookstore had been raided by the police. They had firebombed the building, torn down images of Stokely Carmichael, Malcolm X, and the black Christ, then flooded the shop. Police later claimed they were investigating reports that firearms were being stored inside, though Vaughn denied there were any weapons. Glanton Dowdell’s art gallery, the Easel, suffered even worse damage at the hands of law enforcement. The police roughed Dowdell up and arrested him on a curfew violation charge that was later dropped. The citywide strife ended with 7,300 arrests, some 1,600 fires set, 1,200 people injured, more than 400 buildings destroyed, and 43 people dead, 30 of them at the hands of law enforcement.

The youngest of those killed was a four-year-old girl, Tanya Blanding. After a Guardsman armed with a machine gun mistook a man’s cigarette in an apartment unit for a sniper’s sight, he fired and accidentally caught Blanding in her lung as she hid under her dining room table. Blanding’s funeral, which took place at Central, drew hundreds of mourners who viewed the little girl in her yellow silk dress and small white coffin. One man gently positioned a doll under her arm. Al bert gave her eulogy. “Look at this child—innocent, young, powerless, unlimited beyond all possibility—here in this box. She is a symbol of the end of a period we won’t tolerate anymore.”



After the rebellion, the local department store magnate J. L. Hudson, Jr., brought together a group of mostly white businessmen, philanthropists, and civic leaders in an initiative called New Detroit. It began within days of the final troop withdrawals. The almost total absence of black leaders in New Detroit was laughable to the city’s black nationalists, as was Hudson’s confidence that he could mend social relations in Detroit without the help of the people who lived and worked in the Twelfth Street corridor that he vowed to rebuild.

Hundreds of blacks representing moderate and militant activist groups gathered for an August rally and demanded that half of the New Detroit committee be made up of black people. Sensitive to the delicate situation he was now in, Hudson agreed to work primarily with a new group called the Citywide Citizens Action Committee (CCAC). The CCAC had elected Albert and Glanton Dowdell as co-chairs and was, as one journalist wrote, “the rallying point of [Detroit’s] militant separatists—a mix of angry Negroes whose desires shade from self-determination in their own community and a voice in what happens there to all-out war if necessary and a separate Negro state.”

Albert’s record as the spokesman for various Detroit groups over the last dozen years made him the clear choice to be the face of a black nationalist coalition backed by some of the most powerful white leaders in the country, including the UAW president Walter Reuther and the Ford Motor Co. CEO Henry Ford II. As unlikely as this partnership was, the unprecedented scale of the destruction in Detroit led to a temporary truce. The Detroit rebellion capped four successive summers of urban conflicts around the country. Few such uprisings in the nation’s history had been so explosive, so captivating to watch on television, and so consequential for the relationships black and white Americans had with cities and with one another.

Although it came at a tremendous cost, one of Albert’s long-held wishes had been granted: Detroit was at the center of the black American revolution. It was the subject of international fascination and federal concern. There was never a single united front that spoke for all the city’s black militants, but Albert had no qualms with the way Detroit’s black and white leaders, the media, and many of his own peers viewed him. Rev. Cleage was the ringleader of the most-feared militants in a city many people said was going to hell and not coming back.

“If we can’t have justice in Detroit,” Albert said during these busy months after the rebellion, “we can’t live in Detroit.” It was the kind of statement that people cited to malign Albert as a hopeless separatist. But Albert was not an emigrationist seeking the western shores of Africa. The white proprietors who ruled housing markets, fled their own homes when black people moved in next to them, or developed the land around black people’s houses before pricing those residents out were, in effect, perpetuating the conditions which showed Albert that American blacks were already living on separate islands, in unintentional communities of their own.

In December 1967, it appeared that New Detroit was going to give money to support the funding arm of the CCAC. After a more moderate group of black community leaders threatened to boycott white-owned businesses if they did not receive support, the New Detroit committee wavered. Hudson and his people proposed a compromise: New Detroit would offer a little more money, but it would be split between Albert’s organization and the moderates. New Detroit would appoint an overseer for the two groups, neither could use the money for political purposes, and auditors would have open access to their financial records.

Albert was ready to accept money from white people, but he rejected their undisguised bids for control. In January 1968, Albert turned the money down, severed ties between his organization and New Detroit, and hinted that the inability of wealthy whites to cede power to the black community might lead to a repeat of summer ’67 in summer ’68. Those who didn’t know Albert well couldn’t fathom the drastic move. A flustered Mayor Cavanagh asked for Albert’s rationale in a private meeting. What was the reverend angling for if not money to fund the social and economic programs he had been talking about for years? Floyd McKissick, national director of CORE, flew to Detroit to support Albert at what felt like a critical moment in the city’s history, the opening of an irreparable rift between its independence-seeking black nationalists and the paternal liberal order. “What happened in Detroit may well set a pattern for the entire country,” McKissick said. “It is more important than anything that has happened in New York, Chicago, or anywhere else.”



From the outside, it may have been easy to forget that Albert Cleage was first and foremost a pastor, not a politician. But as black nationalists around the country clamored for revolution, Albert was paving the way for a new utopian movement. The first gathering of the National Committee of Negro Churchmen took place in Dallas in November 1967. The NCNC was a group of some three hundred ministers who had published a full-page statement in The New York Times supporting calls for Black Power in 1966, though many of its members rejected the label of “separatist.” At the Dallas conference, Albert presented a paper “developing a new theology for the black church based upon the historic truth that Jesus was the Black Messiah.” A week later, he gave a similar talk in Chicago.

Ever since Albert had taken the lead in the CCAC, new members had been streaming into his church. At a meeting in late November 1967, Central’s executive board discussed plans to draft a new constitution for the “Mother Church” of an imminent confederation. Albert was preparing a book of discipline for his Black Christian Nationalist movement, an “international brotherhood” that was to start in Detroit and then extend far beyond it.

Albert’s church, renamed the Shrine of the Black Madonna, received a small grant from the racial justice commission of the United Church of Christ, the denomination to which it belonged. In a grateful reply, Albert promised that the money would contribute to “the development of an experimental ministry involving the establishment of satellite preaching-in-action centers related to Central Church and located in various parts of metropolitan Detroit and surrounding communities. We expect these centers to be self-supporting once they [have] actually established competent leadership.”

Albert was spreading the word of his black theology when a disturbance rocked Robichaud High, an integrated school in Inkster, a small city fifteen miles outside of Detroit. When the son of a black school board member got in a fight with a white gym teacher, more than one hundred students spilled into the halls and fought until some tumbled out into the streets. A dozen patrol cars showed up, tear gas was thrown, and within an hour, some forty black students were arrested for reportedly hurling stones. A planned meeting at the high school to discuss the “student riots” two days later was canceled because of a bomb threat.

In response, the inaugural meeting of Albert’s first “action center” took place at the Inkster home of one Shrine member days after the bomb threat. The group’s goal was to set up a parent-student action committee to intervene at Robichaud High. Two weeks later, the action center opened its own location in Inkster. Albert gave the opening sermon, accompanied by nearly one hundred members from the Mother Church on Linwood—Shrine No. 1. As dozens of curious visitors to the Inkster location joined the Shrine in the following weeks, Albert gave its lead minister several congregants from No. 1 to assist him. “It is our hope with your help to become a scale model of Central Church ‘Shrine of the Black Madonna,’” the minister wrote to church leaders.

For too long, churches had been allowed to mislead black men and women with unrealistic hopes, Albert thought. The Shrine of the Black Madonna was to be more than a church. It would be a laboratory for social experiments, open to all who supported black liberation, starting in a maligned, dream-filled city. While many other black nation-building movements were disappearing at the end of the 1960s, Rev. Cleage assured his people that their work was only beginning. The black revolution was not only about tearing things down, or building things up, or letting their hair fly free. It carried within it the wisdom of the divine spirit that moved through each of them, convincing them that they were holy because they were common, earthbound.






II Counterculture


The Kingdom of God has come!

We are in the Kingdom.

The Kingdom is within us

And we wait patiently for its coming.


—JARAMOGI ABEBE AGYEMAN, “THE BAPTISM OF FIRE”








New Afrika


Within a year of the Black Madonna’s unveiling in March 1967, the birth of two movements to create autonomous black nations inside the bounds of the United States would be announced at the Shrine: the New Afrikan Independence Movement, whose plans to liberate territory in the South for a provisional government faltered spectacularly, and Albert Cleage’s own Black Christian Nationalism movement, which he would lead for more than thirty years, into the twenty-first century. Both movements began in Detroit but hoped to expand beyond the borders of a single city.

Late in March 1968, Albert loaned the Shrine to his former collaborators Milton and Richard Henry. They had renamed themselves Gaidi and Imari Obadele and were proposing the creation of a nation-state in the Black Belt of the South. The region was plentiful in natural resources and black communities, they said, and perhaps poor enough that white people could be convinced to leave en masse. Albert let the Obadele brothers use his church for the sessions of their National Black Government Conference, where delegates announced plans to create the Republic of New Afrika.

Albert was clear that, though he was happy to give other people in the black liberation movement space for their event, he did not stand behind the ideological approach of the RNA. He respected the nation-building ethos of Malcolm X just as much as the Obadele brothers did, but they went a few steps too far by taking literally the fallen leader’s proposition that “a revolutionary wants land so he can set up his own nation, an independent nation.” Cleage thought the New Afrikans’ geographical interpretation of black separatism predisposed them to failure. At what point in history had the federal government given land freely to blacks on the basis of reasoned argument? New Afrikans, Black Panthers, black Maoists, and other urban guerrillas exhibited the theatrical signs of what Albert called “heroic death syndrome.”

The dream of an actual black country in the American South owed much to the New Orleans native Audley Moore, who was almost seventy years old when she attended the National Black Government Conference. A former Garveyite and branch secretary for the Communist Party USA, Moore’s ideas about black nationhood were notably influenced by the Communist Harry Haywood. In the late 1920s, Haywood argued that black Americans in the South were living in feudal-like conditions, making them an oppressed nation within a larger, colonizing nation. These people had the right to seek autonomous status. Moore had become an advisor to Elijah Muhammad and Malcolm X when the Nation of Islam came to national prominence. She gave shape to Muhammad’s desire for land, suggesting five contiguous states in the Black Belt—Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, and South Carolina—as potential homelands for internal exiles of the United States. These states would comprise the RNA’s planned colony.

In their 1969 Declaration of Independence, the New Afrikans committed “to build a New Society that is better than what we now know and as perfect as man can make it.” Imari Obadele wanted a New Society in the South to be a place of “brotherhood and justice, free of organized crime, free of exploitation of man by man, and functioning in a way to make possible for everyone the realization of his finest potentialities.” The first step would be for the United Nations to call a plebiscite supporting the black Republic. The New Afrikans sought paths to legal and international recognition, citing the U.S. Constitution and the Geneva Conventions to claim legitimacy.

Using reparations payments from the U.S. government, the RNA wanted to create thousands of “New Communities” for ten million southerners in black-majority counties. Food, housing, clothing, education, armed defense, and social services would be provided. Economic surplus from a national bank funded by land certificates, property taxes paid by citizens, and donations would be distributed as personal income. In addition to freeing American blacks from subjugation to the country’s punishing legal systems, New Afrika would provide refuge from the draft lottery, the devastation of urban renewal programs, and weapons of “chemical warfare”—the meth and heroin that were becoming problems in black neighborhoods.

After the National Black Government Conference, Detroit became a major base of the RNA’s consulates, which were set up in almost a dozen states to advertise and fundraise for a Black Belt–bound exodus. The Shrine was one of many places spread across Detroit’s mostly black, low-income areas that the RNA used to mobilize. Although the New Afrikans were not the first to create maps imagining what a black territory within the United States could look like, they revived the visual concept in the era of Black Power.

New Afrikans displayed maps of the RNA’s national territory and its Kush District—the stretch of counties along the lower Mississippi that would be the core of the New Communities—which were often accompanied by calls to Free the Land! These maps were among the reasons the RNA started making headlines across the country in papers such as The New York Times and The Boston Globe. The New Afrikans’ highly publicized attempts to negotiate a peaceful transfer of power from the U.S. government to the RNA were ridiculed as presumptuous by most people, and possibly as seditious as the Confederacy.



On August 18, 1971, the FBI and local police showed up at an RNA safe house in Jackson, Mississippi, armed with shotguns, revolvers, tear-gas rockets, and an armored tank. The confrontation ended with a shootout. One police lieutenant died, another cop and an FBI agent were wounded. The arrest of eleven RNA members that day led to various charges, including one based on a pre–Civil War statute: the levying of war against the state of Mississippi. In the months after the Jackson raids, New Afrikans across the country, including some in Detroit, were systematically targeted and arrested. The length of their prison sentences varied. The New Afrikan Independence Movement would survive in later years under different guises, but the dream of an autonomous territory in the South met its end.

A couple of months after the shootout, Brother Imari, a self-proclaimed prisoner of war, wrote to Albert from the Hinds County jail in Jackson, Mississippi. “Greetings from the land of the Beast—soon-to-be-ours!” The joviality was for show. The RNA president did not confide to the reverend that for the last couple of months he had been getting by on candy bars and cookies that supporters sent so he wouldn’t have to stomach the jail’s bug-infested food. The New Afrikans were no longer asking the reverend to use his church for New Community fundraising benefits (church leaders denied one such request earlier that spring even though some New Afrikans were also in the Shrine). Instead, they needed money to fund the legal defense for the jailed RNA-11. Would the reverend please see what he could do?

It was a humble position for Brother Imari to be in considering that the days of unity between Albert and the Obadele brothers were long gone. The men had been openly criticizing one another in the wake of the Rebellion as their responses to black abjection diverged. In his book Prophet of the Black Nation (1969), Albert’s biographer Hiley Ward asked Gaidi Obadele about the RNA’s separatist philosophy. Gaidi took a dig at Albert. “He doesn’t see that God requires physical separation sometimes.” Albert retorted that if a “black extremist” wants “to get so far out with absolutes, which is his greatest danger, he leaves the total black community which is not ready to die for absolutes.”

Given the similarities between New Afrikans and Black Christian Nationalists, the falling out between Albert and the Obadele brothers was a remarkable measure of which way the wind was blowing for black nation-building projects in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Both Albert and the Obadeles had open-minded approaches to religion. They believed in the importance of the internal revolution that precedes action, and they felt that American blacks already comprised subjugated nations within northern cities and the Black Belt. They had written down their own communitarian covenants based in part on the seven principles of Nguzo Saba (with special emphasis on Ujima, “collective work,” Ujamaa, “cooperative economics,” and Kujichagulia, “self-determination”). And though they did not necessarily mean to replace the Holy Bible, two publications in 1968—Brother Imari’s pamphlet War in America: The Malcolm X Doctrine and Cleage’s The Black Messiah, a compilation of twenty of his most popular sermons from 1967 and 1968—would be treated as such by some black nationalists throughout the country and elsewhere in the world.

Albert took a few stances the Obadeles could not abide, however, including his “counter-revolutionary” support for Eugene McCarthy’s presidential bid in 1968 (New Afrikans had an official policy of noninterference in the internal affairs of foreign nations, including the United States). They did not respect Albert’s support for one of the century’s most ambitious calls for reparations, the SNCC co-founder James Forman’s 1969 Black Manifesto, which looked to white churches and synagogues for hundreds of millions of dollars in payments (the Obadeles thought this money should come from the federal government instead).

The brothers’ loudest objection to Albert was what they saw as his concessions to the black capitalist mindset. The Obadeles accused any black person who would rely on financial support from white investors of deserting the black revolution and succumbing to bourgeois temptations. Albert may as well have just gone ahead and accepted the strings-attached money the white capitalists of the New Detroit committee had offered him after the Rebellion. What, the Obadeles might have wondered, was to be expected from the high-yellow son of a high-society doctor anyways?






LETTER V: CONNECTING THE DOTS


In 2014, I sat in an empty prison visiting room. It felt as if death, life, sadness, and newness sat with me on the early morning of my release from prison. My heart had died twenty years earlier when I began to spiral into the abyss of bad domestic relations. I spent ten years not knowing how to manage my life, failing as a father, and failing as a man until I finally found myself in prison. Then I spent ten years being healed and saved by God. I made it. After ten years of being locked in cells for days, weeks, nights, mornings, ten hours at a time, twenty-three hours at a time, growing from age twenty-eight to thirty-eight in a prison—I made it.

That was the visiting room where I saw Aaron for the first time in prison, nine years earlier. Nine years earlier in that very room, I stood as I saw my father and mother and Aaron walk through the door. Aaron saw me as I stood and ran with all the excitement of heaven straight to me.

I was in that dark room, only lit by the early morning sun coming through a locked door that led to a play area where small children sat with their imprisoned fathers. I was waiting for my sister and brother-in-law to pick me up. After an hour and a half, a corrections officer brought me some clothes and said that my brother brought them for me. I took the clothes, the belt, and the shoes, all with sales tags still attached to them, into the bathroom. I was putting on the clothes of a free person for the first time in ten years. The shoes were black, low-top New Balance sneakers with a gray metallic “N” on the sides.

I was free.



Walking out of prison was, in a way, like walking up a staircase. I felt as if I was walking out of a dark basement up a brightly lit stairwell. I was ascending into value. My life had been a series of hallways, fields, and staircases. What kind of building was I constructing with my life? Was I walking up staircases, falling off cliffs, and never ascending past the second floor in life? Would I be a person who aged but never accomplished, morphed but never developed? Prison for me was a circular journey, but thank God in the highest heaven that it was a half-circle, mentally and spiritually. The true change in me was evidenced by the fact that I couldn’t relate to who I used to be, or the thoughts that used to be in my mind.

My sister got out of the passenger side and hugged me tightly. I was redeemed. I smelled new winter air. There is a difference between the air of freedom for an heir of freedom, and the air of imprisonment for an heir of imprisonment. My brother-in-law drove away from the prison, and I was talking for the sake of conversing. The freedom was captivating. Looking at the land as we passed it, I was speechless. We were making the five-hour drive home. I breathed into my soul each field of grass, corn, cows, horses, barns, each stretching mile of trees. Thank God for the open road.

My family had always made me feel as if I was a king. I had two sisters who adored me, and every person in my family had been supportive during my senseless imprisonment. My family did not turn their backs on me. I knew that God moved on them to support me. Even people in my family who didn’t like me before I was incarcerated supported me with love, cards, and words of encouragement.

To my surprise, we pulled into the parking lot of a nice hotel. As we got out of the car, I felt like I had won a big prize from The Price Is Right. My brother-in-law walked me straight to the hotel’s breakfast area. A full breakfast. This was in stark contrast to the last five years. There had been times when I was locked in a cell that was about 100 degrees for twelve hours of the day, and the only air-conditioning came through a straw out of the ceiling. I remembered cooking in a cell for over two weeks as I stood under the straw that dispensed cold air. I would often stand completely still for almost four hours as the prison guards tortured me, knowing that the heat was deadly in my cell.

Prison guards take joy in torturing dark people. This is why Muhammad Ali, Marcus Garvey, and Malcolm X so vehemently demanded separation of African Americans from Caucasians. Yet I was there in the hotel, eating waffles and sausage and yogurt in a perfectly shaded breakfast area of a very exclusive-looking hotel.






Politisk Asyl åt Glanton Dowdell!
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As midnight approached one Monday evening in December 1967, months after the uprising in Detroit, Glanton Dowdell was working at his restored art gallery with a friend. His friend asked where some art materials were located and Glanton rose from his drawing board to help him search. As he passed the bathroom near the rear of the gallery, the first of four shotgun blasts exploded, shattering the bathroom window.

Glanton dove to the floor. Pellets lodged in the wall above him and plaster coated his head. Uninjured, Glanton and his friend ran outside as soon as the gunfire stopped. They watched a light-colored vehicle speed away with two white men inside. Glanton later told a journalist that he did not know anyone who would want to kill him, but the subtext of the article that ran about the assassination attempt was clear enough: as one of the leaders of the Citywide Citizens Action Committee, and as “one of the most eloquent spokesmen of [Detroit’s] new-breed black militants,” Glanton almost certainly had a target on his back.

A few months later, in March 1968, a couple of white men visited Glanton’s gallery and claimed to represent “influential actors” in the world of illegal gambling. Although Glanton never got a good look at his would-be assassins, these men didn’t seem to be connected to the December incident. When Glanton asked for more information about their employers, however, they didn’t give names. All they said was that they wanted to give money to the black liberation movement.

“We were open to contributions from anywhere,” Glanton would say a few years later, “as long as they didn’t come from groups that were at odds with our struggle.” The central committee of an organization that Glanton was involved with, most likely the CCAC, balked when Glanton told them about the two men’s proposal, calling bullshit. It was obviously a trap. These men were trying to gain leverage over Glanton’s organization or get them in trouble for tax fraud. The committee instructed Glanton to reject the money and find out where it came from. Drug syndicates? Army spies? Detroit police? The mafia? It was sometimes hard to distinguish among them.

When Glanton went to meet the two white men at an associate’s home, he brought a bodyguard for protection. One of the men revealed himself as the vice chairman of a bank that was going to give Detroit’s black radicals a financial boost. A shoebox on the kitchen table contained bonds made out to “James Valente.” They asked Glanton to look inside. He thumbed through what he thought were millions of dollars in bonds. Which one of these white boys was James Valente? No one by that name was in the kitchen. When the white men asked Glanton to come with them to the bank so that they could cash the bonds and give him the money, an argument ensued before Glanton and his bodyguard rushed out.

It was a trap. The next day, the associate who had hosted the rendezvous at his home was arrested for apparently trying to cash tens of thousands of dollars in stolen savings bonds by using forged signatures. Glanton learned that the two white men had been caught only by watching the evening news. Glanton’s organization sent him to follow their hearings at federal court a few days later. One of the men noticed Glanton and pointed him out to the police, saying that he’d been at the scene of the crime. During his interrogation, Glanton figured out that the white men had framed him for conspiring to sell stolen savings bonds. He had touched the papers, after all. He was put in jail but got out the same day on bail.

In the end, one of the white men was sentenced to prison. Glanton’s associate was put on probation. The indictment against the other white man, however—the “vice chairman”—was dropped after the prosecutor cited insufficient evidence. Glanton later learned that the man was a federal agent known for entrapping militant organizers.



It had always been dangerous to be a revolutionary black nationalist, but the situation in Detroit was becoming untenable. Since the Rebellion, Ed Vaughn, also a member of the CCAC, had been noticing that, as part of Glanton’s effort to bring everyday black folk into the liberation movement, he made appeals to “street workers”—the lumpenproletariat, society’s rejects. The people Glanton was surrounding himself with hardly knew what they were doing, Vaughn thought. They were part of an underground contingent that counted criminals among its ranks. Some of them were violent. But they also made up the muscle that Glanton needed to combat the heroin problem that was starting to devastate black communities. The epidemic of drug addiction took Glanton back to the Depression days of hard-hit shadow people in Black Bottom walking around in glazed stupors. Now he watched as preadolescent girls and boys dealt drugs, stole, and got caught up in exploitative sex work. In his eyes, streets without substances would make for a better world. “Drugs, whatever their shape or form,” he once said, “create social, physical, and psychological misery … [Their] social acceptance represents a cultural regression.”

Under Glanton’s direction, some of his recruits seized drugs and money from dope houses. He was concerned that these men were starting to step out of line, however—becoming too aggressive—and in spring 1968, a handful did. Three of Glanton’s men kidnapped a payday lender who targeted Ford autoworkers and took him to the Collingwood Apartments complex a couple miles from the Shrine. According to Vaughn, Glanton confided in him about what happened next. The three men started torturing the lender to get money out of him. The owner of the apartment, an associate who had lent his home to the three men and learned of what was happening, alerted Glanton. In his fury, Glanton went to the apartment with his bodyguard. It is unclear why Glanton would have gone to such extremes, but he demanded that all three men get on their knees and then he gave his bodyguard the order to kill the trio. They were shot in the back of the head and their bodies were strewn throughout the apartment: one in the dining room, two in a bedroom.

The rationale for the murders is still a matter of speculation. Vaughn believed Glanton had intended to send a message to his most disorderly street workers: no more disobedience. Lack of discipline within the black liberation effort threatened everyone involved. Decades later, while writing his memoir, Glanton would allude to the way his indecisiveness as an adolescent had thrown his life off course and landed him in a school for delinquents. When he robbed that taxi with his school friend as a witness, some part of him was aware that the other boy was a liability. But he had been too hesitant to kill him, perhaps not hardened enough by his experiences. “I knew that I had not responded correctly to that shift in the situation,” Glanton wrote. “It came too quickly. [The boy] was a loose end […] When what I should have done popped into my head, I shuddered. I was not yet ready for that.”

Now as a man, Glanton had found a horrible new resolve. His actions were in line with something he had written for a prison weekly in 1960, near the end of his sentence, on the occasional necessity of making unexpected decisions to save oneself: “Too many of my comrades here know only too poignantly how irreversable [sic] a situation may seem. Too many of them know the experience of being backed against the wall—of having their fate sealed with inexorable finality … And yet, somewhere in the maze of each man’s situation there is a win—if he will but develop and use his creative ingenuity.” Glanton, once again at a crossroads, took the desperate route. There was no victory in sight. A story in the New Pittsburgh Courier asked whether the “gangland” execution of the three black nationalists at the Collingwood Apartments was “the work of the underworld or the underground.” The FBI interviewed Glanton about the murders. He claimed no involvement and declined an offer of protection from the authorities.

Glanton continued assessing local drug-trafficking operations into the fall of 1968. He interviewed elementary school teachers, addicted teenagers, social scientists, and others to better understand how drugs were affecting the city. Over the last two years, Glanton had by some miracle made it through setups, an attempt on his life, and general insubordination by his men. But the Collingwood executions and the bond forgery case had left Glanton’s underground operations in shambles. Vultures were circling above his head, lower to the ground than usual.



In the summer of 1967, Tryggve Hedtjärn, a Swedish medical student based in Stockholm, dated a woman visiting from Detroit whose mother mailed her newspaper clippings about the uprising. She ended up going back home to the United States. Tryggve planned to visit her the next summer, but the relationship ended before he could go. He decided to visit Detroit anyway, where he would write about the aftermath of the Rebellion for a Swedish audience. He was the editor of a leftist student publication known for supporting international solidarity efforts.

Around Easter 1968, the Swedish filmmaker Ingrid Dahlberg aired a television program on the Rebellion that featured conversations with city leaders. The broadcast mentioned the Shrine of the Black Madonna and showed an interview with Glanton Dowdell. Tryggve called Dahlberg, asked to meet, and she gave him material on Detroit that she no longer needed. The city’s unusually influential black nationalists set something alight in the Swede.

Once in Detroit, Tryggve contacted Albert Cleage and visited the Shrine. Church leaders were still relatively amenable to white journalists asking questions, in the presence of security, but when Tryggve asked about Glanton, Albert became suspicious. He could’ve been a spy. The Swede was out of luck until he got a lead from a social worker who was friends with Glanton. A few weeks passed before the social worker invited Tryggve to join him on a trip to Sault Sainte Marie in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, at the Canadian border, where Glanton was leading an arts camp for teenagers.

When Glanton saw Tryggve, the first thing he asked was, “Can you help me get political asylum in Sweden?” It had become clear to the artist that the federal government was on his tail for his suspected role in the bond forgery case. Tryggve had contacts in Sweden’s recently formed American Deserters Committee, which was trying to recruit those who fled from the conflict in Vietnam to speak out against the war. Many of the soldiers who found refuge in Sweden were black. Glanton was no war deserter, but perhaps the white leftists in Europe could help him. Tryggve promised Glanton that he would try.



In the late 1960s, Sweden was home to one of the largest Vietnam War deserter colonies outside of North America, and in the process of building one of the most comprehensive state welfare systems in the world. Young people in Sweden were not afraid to side with parties to the left of the powerful Social Democrats, including the Communists and Maoists, if they did not do more to address the war. As a result, the Social Democrats helped fund a lobbying group, the Swedish Committee for Vietnam. Sweden became the first Western nation to diplomatically recognize the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. Government officials in Washington, D.C., regarded Sweden under Prime Minister Olof Palme’s leadership as the most caustic Western opponent of the war.

At the height of the American Deserters Committee’s influence in Sweden, the challenges that black deserters and other minorities in the country faced were generally overlooked. “[I]s there any good reason to believe that Scandinavia should be a utopia for blacks?” one historian asked in 1972. It was an open question for black war resisters and defectors, fugitives, artists, and other dissidents who relocated to Sweden or else found political support there. Sweden was one of the few countries to give refugee status, work permits, and welfare benefits to Vietnam War deserters. Many of them were blacks who chose to live in cities such as Stockholm and Malmö. At the same time, groups in countries throughout Scandinavia, including Sweden, were creating solidarity committees to support Black Panthers whose politics Swedish leftists saw as complementing their own.

Relations on the ground were sometimes strained. The American Deserters Committee had a hard time convincing the people they helped to take an active role in politics. The political inaction of most American deserters upset Committee members and caused many to lose interest in their plight. A string of highly publicized criminal cases against deserters, mostly black ex-soldiers who were charged with nar cotics distribution, alienated the Swedish public even further. Some black deserters detested these quid pro quo arrangements. When the press asked one of them how it felt to receive support from Social Democratic politicians and exuberant leftists, he compared it to being back in the United States and receiving an invitation to a cocktail party so that liberal whites could bask in their own generosity. It was like eating hors d’oeuvres on an auction block.



When Glanton landed at the Arlanda International Airport in Stockholm on June 14, 1969, Tryggve was there to meet him. Glanton had brought his sketchbook and his portraits of Paul Robeson, black workers, women and their children, and bitter images like that of a black man hanging from gallows. Only a few people had known that Glanton was coming to Sweden. In phone communications, the Swedes had been using the name “Willie Jackson” to refer to him. Tryggve gave him money to start off and drove him directly to the countryside home of a sympathetic civil servant. For the next few months, Glanton stayed in Forsmark, a southern suburb of Stockholm.

That October, Glanton called Tryggve saying that something was about to happen and he would need his help securing asylum status. The U.S. government would soon demand his extradition. The American embassy in Stockholm monitored the activities of various fugitives who opted to stay in Sweden, and the United States suspected the Soviets of fomenting dissent among American ex-servicemen, which put agencies such as the FBI and CIA on alert. Glanton hadn’t left a war, but he did leave the country while he was the suspect of a criminal investigation, making him a fugitive from the law. The White House had already selected a prosecutor in Detroit to arrange a unit that would bring Glanton back to the United States.

Tryggve consulted with the staff of the leftist journal he edited, and together they formed a group to support Glanton’s bid for asylum. His lawyer would be Hans Göran Franck. Franck had been elected president of the Swedish chapter of Amnesty International in 1964, and he was one of the world’s leading advocates for the global abolition of the death penalty. Glanton made clear to his supporters and, increasingly, the Swedish press that sending him back to the United States would be like sentencing him to die. He feared that another imprisonment would be his best-case scenario. At worst, the authorities would find some way to kill him, as they’d done to Fred Hampton. One Swedish journalist for Dagens Nyheter concurred, writing of Glanton: “If he is allowed to stay, here as in prison, he will just need to survive. And if he cannot stay in Sweden? Well, then he knows his fate.”

Glanton was not forgotten back home. He was in touch with his family, as well as friends from the League of Revolutionary Black Workers. Both he and Leslie had become part of the League, a Marxist-Leninist labor coalition founded in 1969. The League organized within and outside of Detroit’s auto plants, offering a broad political education to black factory workers, students, and community members through mass media, classes, and other means. It emphasized autoworker militancy and youth education in a time of growing economic uncertainty.

Before fleeing to Sweden, Glanton had generated much of the League’s grassroots support. He led its intelligence and security operations and became known as a strict disciplinarian. As a result, some thought of him as the invisible glue that kept the League together. Still, the Dowdell family had been facing hard times. Leslie was making $90 a week as a pharmacy technician and using almost half of that to enroll her two youngest children in daycare. She and Glanton had trouble paying for their asthmatic daughter Lindiwe’s hospital bills, and Ruby struggled to pay her property taxes. With occasional support from other League members, the family was living paycheck-to-paycheck.

When it became clear that Glanton’s situation was dire, the Dowdells in the United States had to decide what to do, whether to leave or stay. Sweden gave Glanton work and residency permits by the summer of 1970, but his long-term fate wasn’t clear. His participation that fall in Amnesty International’s Week for Political Prisoners showed exactly how precarious he felt his situation was. Nearly two years after arriving in Sweden, Glanton’s landlord informed him that two police officers were asking for him. The United States had officially requested his extradition. He turned himself in, and in March 1971, his case was passed on to the Swedish Prosecution Authority.



Glanton’s case was a cause célèbre. The demonstrations in Stockholm began immediately. In Sergel’s Square, on an overcast day in late March, fluttering red banners and signs in Swedish read Political Asylum for Glanton Dowdell!, Full Freedom for the Labor Leader, Reject US Government Pressure. Glanton’s advocacy committee, composed of dozens of groups, was throwing its full support behind a man who reminded Swedish radicals of their own Joe Hill, the immigrant to America who wrote ditties for the Industrial Workers of the World, rode the rail lines between itinerant jungles, and was ultimately condemned to death by the state. It was not only the American Deserters Committee that showed up. Glanton had the backing of the Black Panther Solidarity Committee, communist and socialist leagues, Social Democratic student groups, workers’ communes, a painters’ union, and a temperance society as well. The request for Glanton’s extradition even inspired a protest in Finland led by African American expats there.

“The emigrant’s condition is riddled with problems,” Glanton told his audience in the square, “and it’s difficult to know what can be realized when you’ve been robbed of the task you had in your own country.”

In Sweden it seemed possible, Glanton said, that he would experience the fairest trial a black American worker had ever been given. He also warned his listeners that they should not expect him to provide “some sophisticated intellectual revolutionary rhetoric” to explain how it was, exactly, that he had survived the hunger, desperation, and death that had defined his own childhood and the adult lives of many others. “A system where this question, the question of surviving day by day, is the black people’s problem leaves no room to master revolutionary terminology.”

“Are they hoping to prove that for those who oppose the tyranny of the United States there is no refuge anywhere in the world,” Glanton asked of his pursuers, “thereby extinguishing the hopes of my people?” He was obliged to report to the Swedish police once a week. No more running away. The only thing for him to do now was show Swedish authorities why they should take an interest in his case when the promise of so many other black American defectors had been wasted. Glanton made them a vow in Sergel’s Square: “I will strive to be an asset, not a burden, for Swedish society, if given the chance.”

The deportations in fall 1970 of American war deserters who had been convicted of selling narcotics in Sweden gave Glanton an opportunity to set himself apart from the disgraced GIs. Conservative Swedish politicians and journalists had chastised liberals for failing to protect Swedish youth from drug-dealing washups, as they described the expelled black GIs, who depended on welfare without contributing to the social good.

Appealing to Sweden’s zero-tolerance policy toward drug use, Glanton became a spokesperson for the country’s temperance movement. The prospect of becoming a propaganda tool for Sweden’s government didn’t seem to bother Glanton. Wasn’t that what the Underground Railroad had been all about? He would be the Frederick Douglass to these Swedish William Garrisons. If Glanton had ever read the book by the brother Ernest Dunbar, The Black Expatriates: A Study of American Negroes in Exile (1968), he might have chuckled, seeing a description of someone like himself: “Like other reactions to symbols, the emotional response of the Scandinavian to the black expatriate as an escaped lynchee makes it difficult for a Negro to explain the subtleties and convolutions of the very condition—the American Negro’s—that the foreigner seeks to understand.”

From Stockholm to Brickebacken, Glanton lectured on the virtues of sobriety at school and youth club meetings. “The culture of distraction and passivity created through drugs, and which has its source in increased alcohol consumption,” he said, “can only have a disintegrating and dissolving effect on society’s morals and cultures.” Knowing how much this work could help his case, Glanton’s political asylum committee printed a letter by a seventeen-year-old student to the Swedish government in pamphlets they were selling for one krona apiece: “Let Glanton Dowdell stay, don’t extradite him to the United States! He saved me from drugs.” The head of Sweden’s health and welfare board eventually added his name to the growing list of public figures who supported Glanton’s cause.



Where did the needs of Scandinavia’s supposed socialist utopia meet those of an American black man who had been climbing up out of a fathomless bottom for decades, all the while spurning European ideals in his art?

“I have spoken with the workers here,” Glanton said in his Sergel’s Square speech, “with the employees and your youth, from Kristianstad to Kiruna. I have stayed with you in your cabins and I have walked with you in your mountains. And I am not afraid.” He was the guest of honor during a crowded event at Blue Hall, the immense, brick-walled banquet site in Stockholm where it was usually the Nobel Prize dinner that brought out so many Swedish functionaries. Top-billed Swedish musicians appeared alongside MPs. A folk musician led the audience in a rendition of “The Internationale” and hundreds of hands rose to sway with the music. One former MP shared his experiences in Nazi Germany, where he had seen how an aggrieved ruling class responds with terrorism. “It should make us proud that an American union leader is seeking safety here,” the MP said. “May we not fail him!”

In his remarks, the communist journalist Anders Ehnmark said that Glanton’s extradition case was “not just about the individual, Glanton Dowdell,” but about all black American workers who opposed fascist and imperial regimes. Glanton’s example was useful in showing Swedes “ideals [that] appear impossible to bring about in capitalist society.” To attack Glanton, added one union representative, was to also spit on the Swedish labor movement, the very “principle that the working class should be entitled to be in control of its own destiny and labor power.” The fight against U.S. imperialism was the fight for Swedish socialism, and Glanton was a would-be martyr in the ongoing struggle.

Glanton’s own Blue Hall speech was a confession and a pledge. He promised to fight not only for black Americans but also for the liberation “of the Mexican American workers in the United States, of the poor in the Appalachians, and the most destitute of mine workers in South Africa.” He told them of Black Bottom and the age “when the industrial tycoons housed their labor power in disease-stricken ghettoes situated in close proximity to the ill health of the industrial neighborhoods.”

If the people of Europe wanted to understand what created men like him, the flames that ignited their own moral light, they would need to understand what it was like for Glanton to have seen a black baby girl chewed to death by rats. He was the ideal of what a Swedish Social Democrat should strive to be: a union-loving, drug-hating socialist whose work inspired the lowliest to set themselves free.



While Glanton’s asylum committee published open letters, posted flyers, held informational meetings with unions, started petitions in workplaces and schools, and led protests in cities such as Lund, Gothenburg, Örebro, and Visby, Glanton’s coming trial stirred his friends and family in Detroit. His story made news in some corners of the black and radical press. Calls were issued in Detroit and other cities to write letters in support of Glanton to Sweden’s prime minister and anyone else who might have a sympathetic ear. The League gave Glanton a ceremonial new title: International Representative in Scandinavia.

An organization in Detroit planned a fundraising concert and banquet in April 1971 to help pay for Glanton’s legal fees and allow Leslie and their five kids to go over and join him. The event was a hit. Less than two months after the Detroit fundraiser, Sweden’s prosecutor-general denied the extradition request for Glanton, citing insufficient evidence for the charges against him. The rest of the Dowdells had made it over to Europe by the time Glanton was granted asylum. They stayed with him in a row house south of Stockholm. Glanton’s aging mother stayed in Detroit.

Leslie quickly enrolled in a Swedish-language school and found work as a nurse’s aide, though she did not plan on renouncing her American citizenship. The kids had a much easier time picking up the language, particularly the girls. Stacy and Lindiwe spoke fluently within three months even as Leslie hoped they would stick to English in the home. They did not. Glanton understood Swedish well enough by then and could get his gist across haltingly, but the new arrivals put him to shame.

Was this what he could focus on now? Playful competition with his children to see whose pronunciation was best? Wasn’t that the first question asked upon reaching the New World? How do you say—? For the first time in a long while, Glanton had much of what he needed for peace: his family, if not a home. By accepting asylum in Sweden, he ensured that he would never again set foot on his native soil. “I will only return to the U.S. once it’s a free country,” he told a journalist. “That will not happen anytime soon. The United States is becoming an increasingly harsh fascist state.”



From America, Glanton’s friends in the League and other black nationalists who knew him stayed in touch after his trial. Leslie, however, was done with him by 1974, after three years in Sweden. Glanton was an emotionally unavailable husband. He had politics and other women on his mind. He would go on to father two more children with a Swedish woman, though he never married again. He was a loving but often absent dad. The American-born kids saw him more. Glanton’s Swedish daughter, Anna Simoni, who shared his memoir with me, remembers seeing him on occasion throughout her life. In one picture, in which Anna is four years old, she and her father stare bemusedly into the camera, surrounded by books and sketching material.

Glanton thought Swedes were mostly kind, but he saw the effects of racism, too. Perhaps the hardest thing about living in Sweden, he told a magazine, was that it was “so difficult for you to show your feelings, to yell, to laugh, to cry.” Although Glanton had once praised the Swedish school system, his American-born children were mercilessly bullied for being black. Gary and Keith, teenagers when they arrived in Sweden, refused to be pushed around by their harassers and obeyed their father’s command to fight back when provoked. Stacy, who was six years old when the family moved, and her brother Lance had such a hard time dealing with the racist slurs and emotional abuse from adults and children that they were temporarily enrolled in a school for the children of foreign diplomats. Lindiwe started school last and got by with fewer problems than her siblings.

After his divorce, Glanton settled down in a third-floor apartment unit just outside of a forest in Tumba, a suburb of Stockholm. The building had no elevator, so the stairs kept his joints oiled. His apartment had a central hallway that branched off into a guest room arrayed with his art, two little bathrooms, a small master bedroom, a makeshift studio with a huge architectural desk, a balcony, and a table pushed against the kitchen window with three chairs around it. There was always enough room for Lance and the girls. Glanton opened his salon-like apartment to what the girls later called their “communist” “aunties” and “uncles,” most of them white. They discussed politics with Glanton while the children sat around, hearing everything.

Glanton took a job at an arts-and-crafts center where he taught photography, painting, and carpentry. He liked to bake cookies with his daughters, listen to the Dreamgirls cast album with them on repeat, and fashion little guitars out of cardboard and paper. A few times when the girls were young, Glanton vacationed with them and some of his friends on a Finnish island for a week each year. Though banned from returning to the United States, which he would always see as the only true arena for his political struggles, Glanton continued exploring far beyond it.

He did not stop moving. He became an avid photographer, and during the Soviet-Afghan War took pictures for a communist newspaper, traveling between Russia and Afghanistan. He, Stacy, and Lindiwe strolled through the Tumba forest, walking the hour to a lake he loved or camping for the night. He would vanish for a month or two in the summers, alone, often to the Scandinavian Mountains.



“It was a split world, in a way,” Lindiwe told me of the years in Sweden with her father. Like every other member of the Dowdell family except for Lance, who died as a young man, Lindiwe eventually returned to the United States. “We knew of injustice, we knew of the difficulties, and of course there was prejudice in Sweden, too. Just not the same way as here.”
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For most of his life, Glanton had been taking advantage of a right that was eventually recognized in Sweden’s constitution in 1994: allemansrätten, “the everyman’s right” or “freedom to roam.” It means, Stacy explained to me, “that no matter what forest it is, who owns it, everyone has a right to be in it. You go in there and pick blueberries, mushrooms, and you play in the forest. It’s not like forests in the States. You could actually move around in it.”

Stacy did not know whether her father’s love of solitude and nature was connected to his past imprisonment. The girls caught glimpses of his longing to return home when he tried and failed to figure out how to smuggle himself back in for his mother’s funeral in 1989, or when he talked about wanting to send some of his art to Detroit to stage a show. The show never materialized. Glanton’s own unfinished creations, those things that, like him, were in a permanent state of suspension, bothered him. In the last years of his life, Glanton did not seem happy with his artwork. There was always something to be done, some revision to make, even when he could not seem to do it.

Before writing his memoir and reading parts of it aloud to Stacy and Lindiwe, Glanton did not speak extensively to them about his years in Detroit. When he was almost eighty years old, having lived in Sweden for the last thirty years, his lupus worsened. He had learned of his condition decades before and enjoyed reasonably good health for almost twenty years. His life had lasted much longer than he would have predicted as a young man. The new millennium was approaching and, as he reflected on his life, he could feel his own end coming. “I’ve always comforted myself that death for me would come quickly,” he wrote for his children, “a [bullet], a knife, or some sort of summary execution, with no margin for anxiety. Men like me usually die.”

To have escaped all the dismal ends he could have met during his Black Bottom days felt like a gift. It was bittersweet that his own body betrayed him now. His joints and organs were inflamed. His legs would need to be amputated soon before he died, but he wasn’t going to wither in hospice and he refused to take tranquilizers for the pain. Death would wait for its cue. When Glanton was ready to let go, that is just what he would do. Leslie would scatter his ashes in Stockholm.

But before then, he would do his best to fulfill a promise he had made to his children. He wanted to describe for them “the delicate, interpersonal things” that made his time on earth what it was, the “roaring, swishing turbulence of that life [which] left little oppor tunity for retrospection.” His self-portrait would always be incomplete. For every patch of light that revealed an aspect of his spirit, there were many disturbing voids, gaps which may have made him out to be a better man than he was. Glanton was a chimeric fugitive, a man who wove himself into myths. He often lived between disappearance and reappearance. Remembering his exploits on Hastings Street in Detroit, he wrote, “I ran. I ran. Oh, God, I ran with the wind roaring in my ears and voices brimmed with love and care, and laughter, saying as I whooshed by, ‘Lawd, that boy!’”






LETTER VI: FROM EIGHT MILE TO THE INFINITE SOUTH


In 1979, when I was three, I sat in the back seat of my dad’s Lincoln Mercury. My parents and I would take several trips to Tennessee every year. I stared out the rear passenger-side window at the beautiful landscapes we passed as my father drove. I remember the beauty of Ohio’s farmlands off Interstate 75.

On the road, Dad lightly hummed along to any song that he liked and moved his head back and forth to the beat, every now and then murmuring the words. If it got real good, he sang aloud for a second or two. He was shy about singing. I didn’t know that yet, but Mom would tell me about it thirty years later. Back then, I noticed only the good things and had no concept of time.

What I loved about those trips to Tennessee was that I got to see my parents’ families. I was the only child in Michigan in my entire extended family. I had no cousins, uncles, or aunts where I lived. After my sisters moved away, there was only my father, my mother, and me. Traveling from Detroit to Nashville where the family was took an entire day. I would be content with the weeklong vacation at Uncle Joe and Aunt Opal’s house, my perfect place of peace. It was a ranch-style house on a country corner. There were no sidewalks. It was grass then road.

When I was in Detroit, I went into a cocoon. Even though I was born in Michigan, I needed Tennessee. My soul grew only when I went there. I tried to survive for eleven months each year. I was alive for about a month. Even my parents seemed to heal when we went to their home state. Whenever we would pass into Tennessee, I could tell we were close to seeing family because the hills right off the interstate that looked like mountains and huge precious gems had this beautiful swirling rock. I had all these cousins that I got to see twice, maybe three times a year. Daryl was the cousin I looked up to the most. He was thin and well-groomed. When we pulled up to my aunt and uncle’s house, I knew there was going to be a party. Many of the partygoers were my cousins. They were all around eighteen. There were about fourteen of them by the time everyone got there. With me being the only kid, it felt to me like the party of the year.

Being happy in Tennessee made me realize that I hated Detroit. Whenever we left to return north, I would enter my first stage of depression. The depression would deepen in Kentucky. By the time we were in Toledo, Ohio, I was bracing for the disappointments of my daily life. The hatred I had for life because I could not be around my cousins was one of my first emotional problems. Until the age of twenty-eight, when I went to prison, I would return to Tennessee only fourteen times. I wanted so much to be a part of my relatives’ lives, but they didn’t know me. I was a visitor. Our connection would last for a few days. The place that I loved, the place that brought so much senseless joy, hurt.



As I was growing up, my mother said that I should write. She was the glue of my life. She was everything to me because we spent so much time together. She said that I was a good writer, but when I was twelve years old, I sat down to write and nothing would come out. I’d always felt that I had nothing to write about, no life experience concerning anything. I could have written about the Pentecostal church that I attended seven days a week. I could have written about how my mother worked so hard and had to come home lonely and depressed while my father was out. I could have written about how I watched television to escape all the things I didn’t have. I could have written about how my father was good, and angry, and afraid because of the things he had been through. However, in my culture, transparency brought shame and embarrassment for what you were not.

At home in Detroit, Dad would leave six out of seven days between 11:00 a.m. and 1:00 p.m. and he would come back at 2:30 in the morning. Every day I was in a constant state of loneliness and taking care of my mother. Dad was there sometimes, though. He tried. He wanted to be a great father to me. He did a great job at times. But for most of those first fifteen years I had to go it alone. Dad was a drinker, but he also became pack leader of my Cub Scout troop at the parochial school he and Mom put me in. He was also an assistant coach on my football team. My depression kept me from seeing that he was trying.

I would stay at home as a child when I was not forced to be at church. I wanted my mom to know that someone was there for her. Had I not been there, what semblance of family would we have had? The truth about life away from Tennessee was that my father was at the bar seven days a week, sitting in the dark. My mother was at the church seven days a week, sitting in the glaring light and praising the Lord, crying, swaying, and having only Elohim as her salvation.

The grace of place was what I needed, and that is what Tennessee gave me. Otherwise, I would sit in my parents’ basement each day in Detroit. When I wasn’t at school or church, I would listen to albums and tapes to get away. I was an abnormal child in an imperfect family. I did not know that we were in such an imperfect society.






The Valley of Dry Bones
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In April 1970, after decades of failed attempts to integrate Detroit’s schools, the city’s board of education voted to approve a controversial desegregation proposal. Detroit’s superintendent called it a “plan of hope.” Many conservative politicians in the state, black advocates of community-based control of schools, and angry white Detroiters saw it as an April fool’s joke. It was a heavy-handed scheme of social engineering, some critics said, devised by people who obviously couldn’t see that whites did not want to integrate, especially after the events of 1967. Michigan lawmakers and the new governor, William Milliken, tried to stop the plan. The national NAACP sued to let it proceed. A district court ruled that Detroit’s schools were so segregated that the only way to integrate them was by rearranging the boundaries of schools in the metropolitan area, including the suburbs, to create “super school” districts.

There was immediate resistance. Appeals were filed, and the decision in Milliken v. Bradley, which would reach the Supreme Court in 1974, dashed most remaining hopes that the law could be used as a lever to force school integration. Chief Justice Warren Burger led the majority, which ruled that suburban schools, having played no intentional role in harming educational prospects in Detroit, were not responsible for fixing the city’s schooling crisis. In effect, suburban schools would remain largely white as more white people left city centers. Urban schools would become blacker. The effects of Milliken v. Bradley would ripple across the country and speed up the creation of what the sociologist Frank Keegan called the “blacktowns” of modern times—majority-minority cities where black discontent was worsening, even as black representation increased in city halls, on police forces, and elsewhere in public life.

But in the years between the introduction of Detroit’s desegregation plan in 1970 and the decision in Milliken v. Bradley, schools in the city were being integrated. The results were dramatic. Within a few years, the racial composition of half of the city’s high schools had transformed. Once Detroit started busing students, cool Marches and Aprils became the new blazing Julys. Throughout 1970, 1971, and much of the decade to come, high schools became racially explosive battlegrounds. If the cameras had kept rolling after the summer of 1967, they would have captured police in riot gear the day after the “plan of hope” was announced. Cops diverted 350 white students who had marched two miles from Denby High School to Osborn High onto an athletic field.

Denby and Osborn were in an area of the city with a relatively high concentration of white residents. Denby, where only 3 percent of the students were black in April 1970, would be majority black by the fall of 1972. In the same time frame, Osborn’s black student population would more than triple. The police who showed up at Osborn that April were trying to stop the protesting white students from attacking a group of outnumbered black Osborn kids, many of whom were bused there. In a prelude to the following spring, a handful of the white students lobbed stones at cop cars.



In March 1971, Osborn High’s principal met with a group of black students who brought him a list of requests. Flipping through the yearbooks, they had realized that none of their faces were appearing in the chess or ski club photos. Why don’t we know about these? We want some clubs and associations. We want a Soul Food Night with our parents. We want to set up a Black History Week program. The principal agreed to some concessions. A bake sale, a talent show. He assured them that the next assistant principal would be black.

The black students were seen coming out of the principal’s office and some of the white kids wondered what he had promised them. Word got around that the cowardly principal was going to hand the reins of the whole school over to the black kids. It would be Detroit’s version of the community control controversy that had played out in New York City’s Ocean Hill–Brownsville school district in 1968. Some said he would even allow them to remove the drab-colored tiles from the bottom of the school’s large decorative water fountain and replace them with tiles of red, black, and green, colors that had symbolized black solidarity since the age of Marcus Garvey’s mass movement. Were the black students going to put framed icons of their messiahs on the walls or drape the Pan-African flag outside the school to replace the American flag? Would they try to rename Osborn after some black martyr? Whatever the case, it would be a hostile takeover. It did not matter that there were five times as many white students as there were blacks.

Scattered fistfights erupted over the next couple of days. On the morning of March 18, 1971, hundreds of white students sat outside Osborn’s gymnasium until the principal agreed to meet with them. He did, for more than an hour, and when the convocation was over, some of the white students ran. Not away from the black students, but toward them. The black kids were taken by surprise. Some turned desks and chairs into makeshift defensive weapons. They were miles away from help, closer to the wealthy Grosse Pointes near the northeastern edge of Detroit than they were to the areas they knew well. The neighborhood around Osborn was a no-go zone for many of them. They wouldn’t have been seen around there had they attended the majority-black Pershing High like they were supposed to before the “plan of hope” changed everything.

The unrest at Osborn spread quickly. In one classroom, a white boy pushed his way out a window and got caught by a loop in his belt. Another one laughed at the absurdity of the scene as black students ran through the halls, thumping on classroom doors to tell the other black boys and girls: You better get to the gymnasium now. Barricading themselves together in the gym would be safer than taking their chances outside the school. Individuals might be able to escape if they were fast, but they could also be isolated and overrun. How many of them would know where they were going?

The white kids thought the Negroes were finally coming for them. They had been warned that, ever since the riots a few summers ago, something like this could happen. Detroit’s school district was integrating, but some of the white students did not feel that they were part of it anymore. They believed the city was being lost to the blacks. For years now, white families had been preparing for the worst. Worried mothers chartered citizens’ clubs. In the months after the 1967 uprising, mock military drills in public parks were not unusual. Groups like the American Legion, the United War Veterans for Defense of the U.S. Constitution, and the Citizens Committee for the Civil Defense had contemplated the likelihood of another urban war with blacks in 1968.

The black students had to hurry. The ones fighting in the halls corralled those who did not know what was going on into the gym. Some wore stained football pads and helmets, clutching baseball bats and whatever else they could find. Later, when the black students finally escaped, they would learn how the story of what went down had been twisted. Someone would tell them that Martha Jean “the Queen” Steinberg, the DJ on WJLB, one of their own, told her black listeners something like, “You better get your kids causing trouble at Osborn.” It was all their parents needed to hear before they got in their cars. The stories that would go to print made it seem that when the tactical mobile unit officers arrived, they jumped out of their cars and shouted go, go, go, waving their arms like disaster workers, opening the gym doors so that the students could go free.

In fact, the police beat them with their billy clubs. Students were handcuffed. Law enforcement cordoned the area off to give themselves carte blanche. Black parents could not get past the barricades until the police were ready to let them through. Those whose parents couldn’t pick them up were herded like oxen down Seven Mile in the middle of the street. They had to walk three miles to Pershing High, where they would have been students had the plan of hope never been approved, and where buses were waiting to take them home.



A sophomore at Osborn, Demosthene Kimathi Nelson—his friends called him Donnie—was outside when the violence broke out. The morning quiet was shattered when white adults approached the school grounds carrying shovels, bats, and bricks. None of them knew they were walking toward a miracle child. Donnie had been his mother’s first successful birth after her five previous tries. He knew he was in danger when the sticks and bottles started flying. Some of the black students were kicked by the adults. Among the assailants, Donnie thought, seemed to be supporters of the recently assassinated American Nazi Party founder George Lincoln Rockwell. Kids covered their heads on the ground. A few whites were stomping a girl younger than Donnie and he dove for her. He would not feel the pain from those blows to his arms and shoulders until later.

Donnie had seen this same cruelty toward black children in the nuns at Santa Maria Elementary when he was a boy. He began attending the Catholic school after a priest took note of the little boy riding his tricycle in the neighborhood, started talking to him, and eventually recommended the school to his parents. Once during a solemn ceremony in honor of the Blessed Virgin, Donnie’s little brother Samuel was chosen to place a crown of roses on a statue of the Virgin. Normally a middling student, Samuel had worked unusually hard to earn the honor, excelling in his classes. All of Santa Maria assembled in the gymnasium for the May Crowning. When it was time for Samuel to climb a step stool beside the statue and remove the floral crown from its pillow, he turned to the audience, spotted Donnie in the crowd, smiled, and winked. He tipped the crown on Mary’s head to the side, making it look like some fascinator pulled drunkenly over her hair, and pimp-walked away. The sisters snapped and pulled the boy behind the stage curtains. Donnie hopped up and ran after him.

Santa Maria’s parish disbanded when the Detroit archdiocese closed it and other inner-city parochial schools in 1968. The Church said money was tight that year. If they could not offer quality education for black children, they would not offer anything at all. The parish school closures may have been the Santa Maria nuns’ only source of comfort that year, as there was a theological revolution under way that was transforming the Catholic Church from the inside out.

Almost half of the country’s 150 black priests met in Detroit in April 1968, within weeks of Martin Luther King’s assassination, to hold the first black Catholic clergy caucus. There black priests declared the Roman Church “primarily a white racist institution.” And though a fine candidate to open the caucus would have been Father Donald Clark, Detroit’s only black diocesan priest at the time, it was the Protestant pastor Albert Cleage who was invited to address the apostolate. In his speech, Cleage reminded the brother-priests that no matter how much they worked to redesign the interior of a white power institution, they had always been and would continue to be outsiders.

“We were separate in a very real sense, in every aspect of our lives,” the reverend told the priests. “To realize suddenly that you are not an American, that you are an alien, you are in a strange land, that these people around you are not your friends, they are enemies, that they are your oppressors. This is a difficult thing for a people to go through psychologically in a short period of time … Black people are beginning to build caucuses in every organization, in every church group throughout America on a sense of unity that stems from a knowledge that we are a separate people and live a separate kind of existence, and that we have to utilize the separateness and come together in some kind of unity which gives us power.”

Later that year, Albert would publish The Black Messiah, which catapulted him to a level of fame and notoriety that few other black nationalists would achieve. The book, published by a small, New York–based press known mostly for its work with Catholic authors, was a broad survey of the state of the black revolution after the deaths of Malcolm X and Dr. King, a rallying cry for the creation of a black spiritual nation organized around economic and housing cooperatives, and a prophetic text that predicted the country had not seen the end of tumultuous racial violence. The book was best known for elaborating on the reverend’s beliefs that Jesus Christ was a revolutionary black Zealot who led Israel, a “black” nation, against the white oppressors of Rome. No one, perhaps since Marcus Garvey in the 1920s, had stated so boldly that true Christianity was an instrument for black revolution. Albert’s message suggested to black people around the world that the low, the forgotten, the dejected, and the poor were the constituent elements of the future.

The Detroit rebellion had elevated the reverend’s profile on a national scale. The Black Messiah would extend his reach abroad, from Italy and France to Israel and South Africa. The book was an immediate sensation in the United States and a bestseller, receiving wide media coverage on television and the radio, and in publications ranging from The New York Times and Negro Digest to local dailies around the country. A reporter for the Detroit Free Press called the collection of sermons “the most detailed formula for the institutionalization of black protest yet to be printed in the rebellious 60s.”

For every ardent admirer of the book, there seemed to be an indignant critic. One columnist in Gulfport, Mississippi, writing for The Dixie Guide, complained that “[w]ith the integration of the public schools, colored television, and a veritable flood of Black Power literature flooding the market, it was to be expected that the integration of the Son of God would follow.”



That there were spaces for a separate kind of existence for black people was no secret to young folk like Donnie. In Detroit, there were many: Vaughn’s Book Store, the Nation of Islam’s Temple No. 1, the Black People’s Topographical Research Center, the Black Conscience Library, the Tuesday-night consciousness-raising groups at Hartford Memorial Baptist Church, the Shrine of the Black Madonna. Donnie knew that the pastor of the Shrine appeared frequently on the radio and television, and that he wrote a column in the Michigan Chronicle (Donnie was only eleven when The Illustrated News ended its run). The reverend was at least part of the reason why Donnie’s school syllabi had many black-authored books on them.

He was introduced to the Shrine by his scoutmaster and neighbor, Wallace Ribbron, who went by Jomo. When the beatings at Osborn High were over and the black students were escorted home, Donnie went to Jomo’s basement library, where he liked to retreat for solace. Jomo was one of three black chemists in Detroit’s Food and Drug Administration lab. He was not known to be a churchgoing man, and so his wife, Emma, would go to her Baptist church on her own. One of Jomo’s FDA colleagues told him about the Shrine, a church that was not one of those old-timey, stuffy joints. He visited, he joined, and then he became a deacon. Emma and their children went with him.

It was not long before Rev. Cleage put the Ribbrons to use. In 1969, Emma organized ice cream sales after Sunday services, a music program featuring slave songs, hymns, spirituals, and jazz, and a church library with books that students could use on Saturday mornings at the Shrine’s School of Black Studies (SBS). At the SBS, girls learned to dance and boys learned karate. All children started learning Swahili and were shown the “no-no chart” of things that harmed black families: white dolls, white Jesus, heroin dens.

Jomo was the registrar for the SBS, which was described in a church newsletter as “an alternative to the miseducation of Black youngsters.” His basement was an informal extension of the school. Here Donnie read books by black writers whose names were everywhere and others whose names were known mostly to specialists. He wanted to do something about what was going on at Osborn. Jomo advised Donnie and his friends to start organizing. Twice a week Jomo would lend his basement to the thirteen young men and one young woman who formed a group they called the Black Cultural and Social Brotherhood (with apologies to the lone sister).

Before the Brotherhood could return to Osborn, though, they needed to convince themselves that they could dress the part of people who deserved respect. They had been actors for their entire lives, in a sense—at home, at school, and in the wider world—reading ugly stories about themselves and wondering if there were missing pages. It was time for them to find a new look. In Detroit, the Afro-Mod boutique that the Shrine had recently opened on Livernois was the hottest place to go. A white donor had helped the Shrine purchase the three-story building that housed its art and furniture gallery, bookstore, beauty parlor, jewelry manufacturer, and cosmetics distribution company. It was called the Sudan Import and Specialty Shops before the church renamed it the Cultural Center and Bookstore.

Upon entering, Donnie and his friends smelled frankincense and saw glass cases stocked with earrings, bangles, and necklaces. On display all over the first floor were masks and human-size sculptures from Ghana, Senegal, and Nigeria. In the Black Star Clothing Factory on the lower level, where the Brotherhood was headed, two of Rev. Cleage’s sisters, Barbara and Gladys, ran the sewing shop that ordered diverse fabrics by the yard. They used Dutch wax cloth and Kanga. They made felah hats, cashmere, mohair, and buba suits, and black dashikis with red and green pockets that the Brotherhood would go back to school wearing on casual day.

When Donnie and his friends walked into Osborn again looking the way they did, people’s eyes popped. Some were in awe, and most looked concerned. It was not quite the effect the Brotherhood wanted, but now that they knew they were walking time bombs, they would make sure everyone saw them fiddling with the detonators.



Donnie had first seen Rev. Cleage speak at an event for the pastor’s friend Yosef Ben-Jochannan, the famous Egyptologist and frequent guest speaker at the Shrine. Dr. Ben had just come out with Black Man of the Nile and His Family (1972). Donnie and his boys shared that book among themselves to learn what Europe had gotten wrong about Alkebu-lan—Africa—the ambrosial Land of the Blacks and mother of all civilizations. The second floor of the Shrine’s cultural center was used for readings and other events. Notable visitors made appearances all the time: the journalist Samuel Yette, whose book The Choice (1971) examined black America’s sorry state despite the promises of the Great Society; the Pan-Africanist scholars John Henrik Clarke and Asa Hilliard III; Ron Karenga, the creator of Kwanzaa, whose seven communitarian principles of Nguzo Saba the reverend would soon apply within his own movement; the filmmaker Melvin Van Peebles, whose X-rated breakout Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (1971) premiered in Detroit; and the Black Arts Movement poets Sonia Sanchez and Nikki Giovanni.

For all the good Rev. Cleage had done for the community, Donnie’s minor quibble with him was that his brusque demeanor offended the boy’s own sense of decorum. Though he wouldn’t have minded if the reverend softened his knock-me-down tone, Donnie knew there was no haven like the Shrine, where he and his friends went sometimes when they were hurting. It was where they turned after a hard Saturday night early in 1972 when the notorious Detroit police officers known as the Big Four accosted Donnie and his friends, drawing guns on them and dumping their belongings into the street. The boys weren’t Shrine members, though they had been thinking of themselves as part of a broader fellowship, occasional drop-ins hungry for a comforting message. They drew up a shortlist of black nationalist organizations that were still around, one of which they promised to join together: the Nation of Islam, the Black People’s Topographical Research Center, or the Shrine of the Black Madonna.

The storefront think tank that the boys briefly considered joining, the Black People’s Topographical Research Center—the Top—was a national organization based in Chicago. The interior walls of the original building on the city’s South Side were covered with color-coded maps of cities throughout the country showing how black communities had been gerrymandered, subjected to restrictive housing covenants and coercive settlement patterns, and slowly transformed into economically ravaged “ghetto reservations.” Top centers offered tours of the cities where they were based, from Detroit to Boston, and formulated dire predictions about the mass incarceration of blacks and other genocidal scenarios that whites might carry out in places where blacks were clustered. The ghetto reservation tours had a radicalizing effect on many of the black youth who witnessed them. The Top’s shocking visuals brought the unmapped into focus and gave clear answers to the question: Where are the black folk on the maps of the world?

Rev. Cleage did not always deliver the sermons anymore because of the demanding speaking schedule he had been keeping since 1968, following the publication of The Black Messiah. Cleage had deputies to fill in for him when needed, but on the day that Donnie and the other boys sat in on a service, he was at the Shrine to preach. He spoke about the prophet Ezekiel’s vision of a valley floor littered with dry bones. Son of man, the Lord asks, can these bones live? The Lord breathes a great sigh of wind and the bones of the dead start rattling. They clacker like castanets until the flesh that fell off in stinking heaps from the bones slides back to encase them. Vultures go hungry again once the flesh no longer reeks. The Lord gives Ezekiel breath to blow new life into the undead, a vast, exiled army that is the whole house of Israel ready to return home.

Cleage’s sermon brought the audience to their feet. One brother in the sanctuary was high on prednisone because of a fused spine, but it seemed as though the reverend’s preaching filled him with the spirit. The brother urged the four young men who had been coming around lately to stop watching the services like expectant stool flies and start helping build a black nation. Everyone knew they had weathered something at Osborn and that the Big Four, who rode around in their hulking Plymouth Gran Fury to terrorize blacks, had gotten to them. Many people who came around to the Shrine had a similar story to tell.

“What’d you think of the sermon, brothers?” the man asked. “You believe in what we’re saying, right?”

The boys affirmed, yeah!

“You’re committed to the struggle, right?”

They said they were, yeah!

“So what are you doing? Just sympathizing and coming by for a pick-me-up every now and then? When you goin’ put the shoulder to the wheel?”

The brother’s enthusiasm sent the boys down the aisle. They went upriver to the source, to Rev. Cleage at the altar. Amens and cheers erupted. When Donnie stepped outside the church to find a line of cars stretching the length of the block and around the corner, waiting to take all those who joined the Shrine that day to the orientation center, he knew he was about to enter a new home.






LETTER VII: THE ART SHOP


I had no idea that the Shrine of the Black Madonna was a church as well as a cultural center. When I was in the eighth grade, I was in my last year of school at Gesu Elementary. It was a Jesuit school where we wore sky-blue button-down shirts and midnight-blue pants as our uniform. I would hear guys talk about the Shrine. It was an odd-sounding place to me.

I instantly assumed that it was some strange art shop where artists would paint their pro-Black inner visions. It seemed as if a shrine that was devoted to anything African American and spiritual had to be a pastime for artists. I was so tuned out of culture. It’s not that I was anti-me or anti–my race. It just seemed to me like my people were mostly interested in wearing beads and medallions and learning history. The pro-self was limited and aesthetic.

After I’d been at Gesu for several years, the Shrine of the Black Madonna did come up in conversation one day. My father, though progressive and culturally aware, never took me to the Shrine. It was clear that some of my classmates had ventured out to the “art shop,” but that was the extent of the conversation. I could not tell you where it was located precisely. This is at a time when phone books and pay phones were all we had. That was my final conversation and thought about the Shrine until now.



Things were relatively good at Gesu. I was enrolled there when I was five years old. My parents didn’t like the increases in tuition that they were charged annually, but I received a proper education. I was raised by nuns during the day and fellowshipped with people who looked like me when I was not in school.

Gesu was a school where the children of affluent people went—middle-class and upper-middle-class families, mostly Black. The parking lot would have Mercedes and other nice cars. The experience of going to school was enriching for me. However, there was a nun who was harsh and mean. One day in her frustration, the nun wanted to choose a child among us to do something.

She said, “Eenie meenie miney moe, catch a nigger by the toe.”

Shock ran through the classroom. It was confirmation that this woman truly was who I thought she was. After class, Tamika Grimmett and I flew up the basement stairs of the school to rush to the office and report this. I had never been called a nigger or even heard the word in real life. Not from anyone. Detroit was predominantly my kind, in most areas. This was in 1988. I was twelve.

You know how you catch animals to use for game, food, skinning, killing? This was how whites saw me, according to what this nun said. She was notorious for being condescending and uptight. She showed us no love. For almost eight years, I had attended this Catholic school and I had always felt that she was bad. Her saying this was a gift. I would get to burn her ass. She had been rude to students and so, as we reported it to our assistant principal, she became troubled and nervous.

The nun would later be forced to resign. She quickly got a better job teaching even younger children within the archdiocese.






Time Rituals
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In the aftermath of the Detroit Rebellion, Rev. Cleage foresaw the creation of a New Black World. Could there be a place where evictions did not happen, where there were few worries, no social disorganization, no isolation, no abuse of women, no abandonment of children, no bad schools, no diseased spirits, no blood lost to white violence, no draft, no war, no dope or addiction, no welfare stigma, no Big Four, no infiltrators, no Uncle Toms, no white Jesus, no debt, no spoiled food, no unforgiving pessimism, and no predetermined sense of what the future could be? To achieve this, Shrine members would need to transform their own ways of thinking, their most intimate relationships, and their city. The revolution would begin at home.

As was true for many other utopian cooperative movements throughout the world since the nineteenth century, the inspiration for what Cleage called his “mystic economic brotherhood” was the example set by the Rochdale Equitable Pioneers’ Society (est. 1844), made up of poor English textile weavers and other workers who were mad at the industrial system that bred so much inequality in Britain and put so many people out of work. The Rochdale Society had opened their club to workers for a nominal fee and were determined to create a system in which credit would never restrict someone’s ability to build a life, one vote would hold the same weight as any other in making economic decisions, and basic needs would be met through the creation of cooperative stores.

Within months of the Detroit uprising, the Shrine established two nonprofits, the Ashanti and Black Star Co-operatives, with the purpose of securing real estate for cooperative businesses, much like other black utopian projects had done throughout the century—Garvey’s UNIA, Father Divine’s International Peace Mission Movement, the Nation of Islam, Depression-era black business leagues, and others. To fund their co-ops, Shrine leaders solicited money from religious groups that supported racial justice efforts, took up tithes, and canvassed throughout Detroit. While Albert Cleage and Glanton Dowdell commanded attention in the city as leaders of the Citywide Citizens Action Committee, the Shrine supported its co-op efforts through street rallies and leafletting motorcades. Ed Vaughn was chosen to lead the church’s cooperative enterprises and tasked with finding opportunities in retail, manufacturing, and agriculture.

It was a natural part of the nation-building process to scrap some plans, however. The strip malls the Shrine wanted to open in ten cities around the country never took off. After the Rebellion and King’s murder, they never managed to establish their planned network of storehouses and survival centers stocked with first-aid kits and nonperishable goods in case curfews were ever again im posed in the city. And because the city’s housing commission seemed only to release the federal funds it received for luxury apartment complexes, it would take a while for Rev. Cleage and his collaborators to figure out how they could buy and rehabilitate residential properties for their developing black nation. They would need financing and technical expertise.

In Cleage’s vision of a black cooperative movement, no area of life would be left untouched. If Shrine leaders couldn’t find housing right away, they could at least build a cooperative store that promised healthy food. A bank loan allowed the Shrine to establish the Black Star Co-op Supermarket and the Black Star Gas Station right next to the church. They lasted for a few months, then failed. There weren’t enough workers to keep the gas station going. At the store, prices were too high and there was competition from big supermarket chains that had long been household names. The store was always in debt, there wasn’t enough money to keep full-time employees, subpar refrigerators let the food go to waste, and there was barely a place to park.

The Shrine could not afford to fall into such deep financial holes again. Endless debt and loan repayments would kill any grand vision of a black socialist commonwealth. There could be no more pleading to banks, no more relying on philanthropists or arguing about money because the black nation’s businesses couldn’t make enough of it. Shrine members had tried the way of black capitalism and the “buy black” ethos, and they failed. What they needed to form a true black counterculture were “counterstructures,” independent institutions that would protect black people from a slave mentality.



Cleage suspected that there were other, more mundane hurdles standing in the way, too. If workers at the Black Star supermarket, for instance, had suspected that the operation was failing, as indeed they had, why had they not called attention to its weaknesses sooner? Were they afraid that their brothers and sisters in the black nation would judge them for harboring doubts? No course of action would succeed if one’s own house was not in order. This revelation was central to what Cleage called the “group process.” It was the certainty that small, focused groups of people who were devoted to the same clearly defined cause and to one another would have a greater chance of succeeding than mass movements that were bound to fracture or admit dissenters.

Members of the Black Christian Nationalism movement, Cleage wrote, would need to disentangle themselves from the traps of white society—the “slave culture.” This meant, chief of all, rejecting what Cleage called the slave culture’s “time ritual.” Time, Cleage wrote, was a value system. It was “the power to control the individual’s total environmental experiences.” Questions about the meaning of time had always come up within utopian movements that resented the way capitalism seemed to take control of it. How much time was wasted going to work for employers who cared only about the money you could make for them? How did this life of work shape the values of individuals and communities? Black utopians often wondered how much time had been stolen from them, going back to the age of plantations and extending to the age of prisons. In what other ways might this time have been used if the conditions that tired black people out, that killed them, were changed?

To begin answering these questions, black utopians would need to step outside of the slave culture’s framework of time. Cleage thought that only once black people decided there was more for them than integration could they start thinking about who they really wanted to be. The utopians had to leap outside the bounds of the familiar, into the unknown, where nothing was aligned with the destructive values of the world they wanted to leave behind. There would be no more grooving to the predictable whir of the assembly lines.

The only tool black people had to work with was the earth, though, not heaven above. It was the great crime of white Christianity, and the black churches that shamelessly carried its mantle, to convince so many black people that they might one day be able to mortgage a house in the Celestial City. White people’s wars against earthly black Promised Lands had been waged on multiple fronts in vastly different theaters, some violent, others ideological. For hundreds of years, centers of black social life and black homes had been bombed out, burned down, and razed.

Cleage’s interpretation of black separatism was one that encouraged black people to use the ways they had been alienated to their advantage. If white Christians loved a God that upheld cruel hierarchies, black utopians would denounce that god and re-create it in their own image. If whites wanted to ensure that black people were crowded in dense cities, black utopians would use these places as their social laboratories.

As Cleage contemplated the most effective way for members of his cooperative movement to live together, he drew on the work of a few thinkers. One was the behavioral psychologist B. F. Skinner, whose novel Walden Two (1948) had become a sensation among idealists in the postwar period who, horrified by the brutalities of fascist utopias, were nonetheless interested in creating carefully designed intentional communities. Skinner elaborated the concept of operant conditioning, a phrase that Cleage would use constantly to describe the ways white society, through institutions like the church and media, had kept black people mentally enslaved by punishing any attempts to break free and rewarding acquiescence.

There were ways to reverse this psychological conditioning, but it would require immersion in an environment that protected black people’s minds and souls from the slave culture. This process required full commitment. Cleage was deeply moved by another popular book of the postwar period that dealt with the consequences of totalitarianism and nationalism, and became a centerpiece of his own thought. This was the social philosopher Eric Hoffer’s The True Believer: Thoughts on the Nature of Mass Movements (1951). The book was primarily wary of its titular subject. In the twentieth century, however, mass movements created both Hitler and Gandhi. Cleage read the book positively, as a call for those who believed in the black freedom movement to sacrifice all traces of selfish individualism. As Hoffer wrote, “Salvation is found by losing oneself in the holy oneness of the congregation.”

Finally, Cleage took a cue from the sociologist Erving Goffman, who wrote about the subject of “total institutions.” These were places—such as monasteries, orphanages, and asylums—that were “organized to protect the community against what are thought to be intentional dangers to it.” As with Hoffer, Cleage read the book against the grain. Just as he saw the usefulness of group devotion for a black revolution, he also believed there were advantages to living in tailored spaces governed by norms and rules. Drawing on the work of behavioral and group psychologists, Cleage concluded that a person’s environment, for better or worse, produced “the total pattern of life.”

Cleage was an optimist about certain human impulses and forms of social organization that had the potential to spill over into zealotry. Commitment to the cause of black liberation could produce fanatics and crusaders, but Cleage hoped that the Black Christian Nationalism movement would be led by a group of commonsense folk who would avoid the pitfalls of a personality cult. Black utopia was found wherever sacred urges directed everyday life. For Cleage and the thousands of black people who joined his movement, this was the black ghetto. In the end, he made a promise to the people of his church that many of them have since said was kept: “[W]e are going to take the ghetto that the white man has despised, into which he has crowded us, and make it the most beautiful community in the world.”






Formation


[image: ]

The people of the Shrine wanted to remake the world, but first they had to recognize that they were lucky and that where they ended up on this earth had very little to do with them. Humility was the price of admission, and the generations of those who became Black Christian Nationalists in 1967 and beyond were well prepared to pay it.

The parents of the younger ones, those who joined as teenagers in the late 1960s, may have served in the war against fascism. Or, if their parents weren’t participants in that struggle, they made their livings as nurses, homemakers, butchers, milkmen, furniture salesmen, and autoworkers. Their parents were themselves the children of Christian missionaries and of Garveyites from just down the road in Detroit or as far away as St. Thomas.

The Black Christian Nationalists were born in Detroit or, if not there, in Saginaw, Pontiac, Flint, or some other city farther south—Newton in Mississippi, Wakefield in Virginia. In Star City, Arkansas, one of them worked in cotton fields as a child and was baptized in a creek. Another, in Steele, Alabama, grew up in a family that built the structures on their property. They owned cows and hogs. Words like mortgage and housing project were foreign to them.

Their families grew and sold sweet potato or cotton, surrounded by stands of pecan trees and watermelon patches. Their hometowns had several churches and a one-room school. They were the only child or one of eleven. They were Baptists, Methodists, some unclear mix of different denominations, or they were unbelievers in a household of unbelievers. They went with Momma to Leland Baptist Church or stayed home with Daddy. They went with Daddy to Calvary AME Zion or stayed home to help Momma with the chores.

The first signs of their consciousness showed at different times. There was no onetime revival that swept all of them up at once. The slow great awakening that Rev. Cleage helped bring about, what he called the “Black Protestant Reformation,” would not have happened if they hadn’t walked out of Detroit’s Northern High in 1966 to protest their poor education, or gotten bused to Osborn High, or demanded black history classes at any one of Detroit’s other high schools. For some, the breakthrough came upon listening to a Western Michigan University professor named Donald Lester—later known in the Shrine as Sondai—teach on race and culture. Shrine members would call him the church’s son of thunder.

Others watched the Freedom Riders on television. Some witnessed tanks rolling down their streets during the Detroit Rebellion, saw the uprising on their television screens, or played lookout for their family members as they joined the looters, stripping stores of their wares. They spotted flyers at Kalamazoo College advertising a performance by the BCN Players, the Shrine’s theater troupe. They sat in front-row seats at talks by the Guyanese historian Walter Rodney or the Trinidadian historian C. L. R. James. They heard about the Christ statue that had been painted black in front of a Catholic seminary during the Rebellion, or they listened to Roberta Flack’s melodious voice singing about little black angels in “Angelitos Negros.”



An in-law or a half-sibling brought them to their revolutionary-style church one day after saying all through the week, you gotta come, you gotta see it. They may have first heard Rev. Cleage on radio programs such as Night Call or Voice of the Black Nation. They saw pictures of the Black Madonna in Ebony or The New York Times. They read both of Cleage’s books: The Black Messiah, of course, but also the one from 1972, Black Christian Nationalism: New Directions for the Black Church. The second book was meant both for insiders and those curious about the philosophy and program of Black Christian Nationalism. While writing it, the pastor considered the experiences he heard about from his people, the hard mornings and long nights that had brought them to his church, to formulate his own “theory of society.”

He wrote, “We are all liars because we are permitted to see only through one pair of eyes in terms of one experience.” It was imperative to remain open to the world as it came, to its various ideas and people, so long as these things contributed to the well-being of black folk. Christianity and the Bible were only where some people began their search for absolute freedom. Those who knew Rev. Cleage’s life and work also knew that he was inspired by many different models: black Muslims and Garveyites, communists and Christian socialists, social scientists and preachers, paragons of reason and titans of faith.

The creativity and irony of Rev. Cleage’s ideas were something many of his critics seemed to miss. Mainstream journalists and academic theologians, black and white, accused him of distorting his tory, making it quasi- and pseudo- by applying the one-drop rule to Christ. The reverend wasn’t saying that Jesus was symbolically black because he sympathized with the oppressed, as the black theologian James Cone argued in two groundbreaking books of his own, Black Theology and Black Power (1969) and A Black Theology of Liberation (1970). No, Cleage said that Jesus was just as black as Glanton Dowdell had painted him in his mother’s arms.

Whether this was true did not matter greatly, in the end. For black Americans, Cleage believed, Christianity had been a plantation religion based on falsehoods that benefited enslavers. Who was to say what was and was not true? Didn’t self-determination first begin in the mind?



The cigar-loving James Dismuke—General Masai Balogun, the leader of the Shrine’s security force, the Maccabees—heard that some of the boys who had recently joined the church were working at Saturday car washes to raise money. The boys’ shirts were off, their muscled backs shone, and they were scrubbing windows as though the spirit of God resided in their hands.

Some days later, notes were slipped under the boys’ doors, wherever they lived in the city, inviting them to become Maccabees. They would need to make it past the predawn training sessions. General Masai intended for the Maccabees to become a defense force on par with the Fruit of Islam of Elijah Muhammad’s Nation, the Panthers, and the Republic of New Afrika’s Black Legionnaires. They were to prepare for any possible threat to their people—infiltrators, hostile law enforcement, and other unforeseen dangers.

During that first 6 a.m. gym session in 1971, the trainees were instructed to sit in chairs that had been provided for them, feet flat on the floor, palms over their knees. They were told to straighten their backs and look forward. No matter what they heard or what happened around them, they were not to turn their heads. Major Sekou, a small, tender man with soft hands and a patch over his left eye, ran the length of the gym with a full set of barbells on his shoulders. He taught the trainees calisthenics and martial arts and said they were going to use parts of their body they didn’t know they had. Some felt good after that first day, but their inability to move the next morning was a revelation. One of the boys who became a Maccabee felt like Gort from The Day the Earth Stood Still, a machine that would suppress any threat against the black nation, even if the danger came from those who created it.

While on post, Maccabees read Howard Fast’s novel My Glorious Brothers (1948), published the year the state of Israel was founded. The book exalted the second-century Maccabean revolt, during which Jewish peasants rose up from the land in Judea and defeated an invading Hellenistic empire. When new members were inducted, the Maccabees sang one of the most beloved songs in the Shrine: We are, we are, we are, we are, we are, we are, we are the Maccabees!



Before speaking to a clerk inside the Cultural Center and Bookstore, some of those who eventually joined the Shrine did not know that it was a church at all. Alone on a whim or with a dedicated group, young people uprooted the lives they knew in New York or Chicago or Philadelphia to take part in whatever was going on in Detroit. Others, after reading The Black Messiah, wrote to Rev. Cleage from their prison cells or seminaries asking if they were eligible to join his church.

Of the more than one hundred undergraduate and graduate students around the country who applied to participate in the Shrine’s first ministerial training group in the summer of 1970, a couple dozen were accepted and asked to come to Detroit. These were the first novi tiates to learn under the aegis of laymen Black Christian Nationalists and learned seminarians. They studied the BCN philosophy and witnessed the church’s first ordinations. In 1971, the first training groups went out to find new members. Although it proved too ambitious a plan, the Shrine had hoped to recruit at least 6,000 members within a year.

Not everything could be easily achieved. Rev. Cleage told his listeners that white society had trained them to place too much value on individualism. Notices in the weekly church bulletins announced who in the Shrine was meeting their assigned fundraising goals and who was lagging. This strengthened the group process, moving the theory of “the emerging new Black Theology for the Black Church,” into action. After the second ministerial training program in the summer of 1971, Rev. Cleage marveled at what the Black Christian Nationalists had already achieved. He wrote, “Learning to live with and love our Black Brothers and Sisters became a new priority and this was something that none of us ever dealt with seriously.”

When the reverend wrote, alluding to the work his people were doing with him, that “We have merged the heaven process with the survival process and we are engaged in building a heaven on earth for all Black people everywhere,” a “Black communal society which can protect the minds and bodies of Black men, women, and children,” he meant that Christ and his mother in heaven could only survive by coming down to breathe the same air that they did.



And so the Black Christian Nationalists patted their pockets for their wallets and hoped they had a spare five dollars left over from whatever the previous week had taken from them. This was their once-a-week starting pledge: three dollars to the church, a dollar toward co-op development, and a dollar to the Benevolent and Protective Order of the Black Madonna, the social services arm of the church that helped them find work if they did not know where to look and cared for the disabled and chronically sick.

To plan for the next thousand years on earth, as the reverend urged, his people imagined what the next ten years might look like. They would go one step at a time. Starting with a project called Operation ’69, they began to view themselves as a real collective. They developed plans for a “technological industrial communal society,” which would bring with it the elimination of debt, the creation of a farm and rehabilitation center in the American South that would send healthy food to black neighborhoods across the North, a “Kibbutz-like total care center for children,” and revolutions in fitness and dieting.

Within ten years, they hoped that the Black Christian Nationalist philosophy and cooperative programs would extend around the world and reach hundreds of thousands, if not millions of people. Church leaders wanted to establish the movement’s international headquarters in Kingston, Jamaica, where a democratic socialist became prime minister in 1972. They hoped to send cadres of Black Christian Nationalists to develop satellites of the Shrine in South America, the Caribbean, and Africa, where they could work with locals to build “church-centered Black Counter institutions.”

They couldn’t have known it when Operation ’69 began, but the obstacles the Black Christian Nationalists would face in the coming decades were legion. Thieves broke into their properties at night because they knew the Shrine was amassing money. In front of the Shrine on Long Island, New York, which, like the one in Harlem, did not last long because there wasn’t an active enough base of supporters, vandals would dump white phosphate on the steps. The criminals would splash white paint on the sides of the Shrine and draw Blackie Go Home in green crayon.

Gangs would target some of them, perhaps because they knew Black Christian Nationalists were good marks, people who meant something to somebody. Mayors and senators would visit the three Shrines that would last the longest—in Detroit, Atlanta, and Houston. Politicians would hire Black Christian Nationalists to work in their administrations or thank them for getting their communities behind them at the polls.

Bullies would throw stones at their children, and the Maccabees would escort them to school. The children would sometimes be misunderstood because they knew very well who they were and found it hard to comprehend the immaturity of kids outside their black nation, so damaged as they were by the slave culture or broken homes. Some parents in the church, wanting to protect their children from the slave culture, would help them co-raise one another. In the communes that they called Mtoto Houses, the children lived, ate, played, and studied in contained worlds that some of them, but not all, said were close to perfect. The housemothers and housefathers of Mtoto House oversaw these havens for the youth.



By the mid-1970s, Black Christian Nationalists would speak of preparing for the Third Covenant, the glorious age of restoration during which they would build ramparts and palaces on earth. There were fraternal and sororal groups to help them get there. The Holy Order of Nehemiah, a group of carpenters, would take dilapidated places and convert them into Shrines. The women in the Holy Order of Nzinga were appointed Keepers of the Holy Spirit and Caretakers of the Children. The original names for the women’s order did not stick—Daughters of Africa and then, in homage to the women’s auxiliary of the UNIA, the Black Cross Nurses. The Order of Nzinga had much in common with the Muslim Girls’ Training and General Civilizational Class that the Nation of Islam started in 1933.

Some Shrine women believed there was no such thing as patriarchy in the church, only equality between the sexes. Or they believed that obviously there was—how could there not be sexism in a Christian church?—and they promised to abolish it. Once, to prepare for their ordination, some of the candidates for the Order of Nzinga fasted until Rev. Cleage convinced them in their exhaustion to eat something. In red satin chemises and flowing, ankle-length skirts, holding lit candles, they walked in single file, chanting, “Nzinga, my Lord!” At every major Shrine, the orders were led by Mothers Superior.

Awaiting their initiation, Order draftees sat in a room where meditation music played, incense burned, and red lights were dimmed. In the interview room, one woman at a time was asked to search the contents of her mind and soul to excise a myth that had been promising to kill her since she was born: the declaration of black inferiority. The interviewer asked if she was willing to wipe herself clean and allow her sisters to remake her. Would she sublimate her ego into the will of the black nation? Could she break her old self down to become something bigger?

Yes.

During meditation hour, she and the other draftees arranged themselves in a seated triangle around a candle in the center of a room. The teacher led an invocational prayer and reminded the women to breathe. Their backs straightened into asana.

“She finds her labor well worthwhile,” the teacher said. “Her lamp does not go out at night. She sets her hand to the distaff. Her fingers grasped the spindle.”

The teacher shared with them the trials of Nzinga, an African woman, the Catholic queen-warrior and diplomat who drove out the Portuguese from the kingdoms of Ndongo and Matamba. The draftees knelt and received a mark of ashes on their foreheads.

“Nzinga strives to enable the black nation to live when we shall have passed on, and our children, and their children have passed.”

Their response came from the seventh chapter of the Song of Songs: “We, like all others, are too mortal women. We were modeled in flesh within our mothers’ wombs for nine months, taking shape of her blood, by means of virile seed and pleasure, sleep’s companion.”

“We, too, when we were born, drew in the common air,” the teacher finished. “We fell on the same ground that bears us all. A wail our first sound, as for all the rest.”



Their project could not succeed without mutual recognition and love. They saw the emotional nakedness of their sisters and brothers in pull-up-a-chair group encounters, screaming matches, loving and listening sessions. Each one of them was the analyst and the analysand.

You’ve been selfish, brother.

Thank you for your dedication, sister.

Sister, you make it hard to be here.

Brother, where would I be without you?

At the Latin Quarter in Detroit, they disguised work as fun and play, holding fashion and cabaret extravaganzas to raise money for the Shrine’s projects. Hundreds of people clamored to come in and see. One Black Christian Nationalist who had moved to the city from New York arranged the balls to unquestionable success, asking for five dollars at the door. She convinced many people to model for the show. A local jeweler crafted steak bones, tin cans, bamboo fishing poles, and coconut shells into items they loved wearing.

They could hardly believe what they were accomplishing. At one of the shows, a DJ put on War’s “Slippin’ into Darkness” to cue the finale everyone was waiting for. One woman stepped out in a bathing suit by herself. She stopped and posed for a moment at the end of the catwalk. A shirtless, dark-skinned, Donnie Simpson–looking brother who was sparkling with baby oil knelt as she steadied herself on his shoulders and waited nervously for him to stand. When he did, she was the most exalted person in the room. A stranger just walking in might have thought the crowd spotted Aretha for as much as they screamed and clapped and laughed. The woman wondered for a moment whether she did that to them. It occurred to her then that every mirror she had ever looked in before coming to the Shrine was defective. She saw herself anew.



On New Year’s Day 1972, Operation Kodi began. Shrine members were asked to double their weekly contributions from five dollars to ten. One half went toward kodi, a voluntary Nation tax, and the other went to the church’s expansion fund. It was a new year and many of them had been given new African names or found one for themselves. At Rev. Cleage’s request, one of the elders in the church rechristened him. Albert Cleage, Jr., became Jaramogi Abebe Agyeman. It meant Liberator of the People, Defender, Blessed Man.

“Within ten years,” Jaramogi wrote, “we must be established or just be prepared to go to the gas ovens.” The economy was suffering, and he saw the consequences of a General Motors labor stoppage in Lordstown, Ohio. The possibility of permanent unemployment hovered over black workers who went on strike. Workplace unrest in the country had not been so bad since the year after the Second World War ended. Predictions about the dismal prospects for unskilled workers were often made in the clinical language of job elimination, which Jaramogi translated into the more alarming language of black extermination. Whenever jobs were permanently lost, it meant that many black workers would no longer be required. It was all too easy for black laborers to become defunct pieces of industrial machinery.

In this year of labor unrest, Jaramogi also wrote about a final race war, the Pan-African Revolt he said was coming, which would ring in a period of black self-rule and peace. He never defined what this war might entail. Conflict in the cities would likely be a part of it, but it was not clear whether the main theater of war would be people’s minds or the streets. The possibility of a racial apocalypse always seemed to rear its head around periods of economic stagnation. Even so, Jaramogi offered a vision of the future that would witness the destruction of the present slave society. Apocalypse and paradise, dystopia and utopia, were conjoined.



Operation Kodi initiated the Shrine’s search for a housing commune. Shrine leaders had considered multiple locations in earlier years, but it was not until 1972 that the church found the site of its National Training Center and Residence Hall (NTC). In 1926, the Prussian immigrant Albert Kahn, known for his work with Henry Ford, designed the Abington, a seven-floor, 130-unit apartment-hotel at 700 Seward Street in Detroit. Its dark red brick, crown moldings, and bay windows had a neoclassical elegance. Celebrities who visited Detroit, many of them stage actors, often stayed at the Abington, north of the city center. As whites left Detroit later in the century, occupancy at the Abington declined and the owners put it up for sale.

Aided by years of contributions from church members, and money from the Shrine’s fundraisers, the Black Christian Nationalists purchased the building and established their first commune. That December, the church decided that those who wanted to help spread the Shrine’s presence in other cities would need to move into the NTC and enroll as seminarians. The commune was to be, in part, a kind of monastery. One of the many advantages of designating the NTC as a seminary was that it allowed the Shrine, through its Committee to Aid Draft Objectors, to become a refuge for black religious folk who opposed the Vietnam War. Jaramogi wrote many letters in support of people who sought conscientious objector status.

Since the mid-1960s, Jaramogi had been one of the busiest black antiwar activists in the country. He had spoken at teach-ins alongside Quaker pacifists and leaders of the Students for a Democratic Society. He marched in New York City with organizers of the Spring Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam. And, after news broke that he was being surveilled by federal authorities, he had agreed to be one of the few black antiwar activists to appear as a plaintiff in Laird v. Tatum (1972). The question at the heart of this Supreme Court case was whether it was constitutional for the military to monitor the lawful activities of civilian antiwar activists. The plaintiffs argued that their awareness of such surveillance had a chilling effect on their exercise of free speech. The case ended when the Supreme Court decided the plaintiffs did not have enough standing to sue. The Court concluded that because the plaintiffs did not suffer “direct and immediate” harm as a result of government surveillance, their case wasn’t valid. The intimidating military apparatus of the United States was vindicated. Injustices like this had led Jaramogi to declare before his congregation, in 1967, that “we separate ourselves from the war in Vietnam and in this sense … identify with the enemies of the United States.”



Jaramogi was adamant that his form of black communalism was distinct from the white hippie communes that proliferated in the 1960s. “Secular socialism and youth communes in the Western world fail to grasp the fact that they have stumbled upon an ancient African spiritual truth,” he wrote in Black Christian Nationalism. He specified what his vision of black communal living would entail: “We are not talking about a commune where hippies are hanging all around the place smoking pot … We are talking about a building in which each family has its own apartment, and the bottom floor is used in common with a nursery, a library, and a recreation room, etc., where people who are struggling together, can also live together.”

Though the communes of other black utopian religious movements were guides for Jaramogi, the “African spiritual truth” he alluded to was to be found in the example of a mysterious Jewish sect called the Essenes. In the 1940s and ’50s, the discovery of ancient religious texts in a network of caves near the Dead Sea brought attention to an isolated group of ascetics who may have lived during the lifetime of Jesus. There was evidence that this group, commonly identified as the Essenes, shared property in common, required total commitment from initiates, sought to distance themselves from corrupt religious leaders, denounced warfare, and rejected slavery.

Later in the 1970s, Jaramogi would call the Essenes a useful model for Black Christian Nationalists. These sectarians—whom Jaramogi considered African because of their origins on the continent—were “the holy people that lived out apart from the other people because they were trying to get close to God,” he wrote. Likewise, those in the Shrine who would move into the NTC had chosen to flee the moral wilderness that surrounded them. Any Black Christian Nationalist, even those who did not want to be ministers, could take courses and move into the commune. Most were not professional scholars, but they learned about the history of Christianity and Judaism, communalism and counterinstitutions, socialist and capitalist economics, social and educational psychology, sociology, and ethics. “The whole community is the classroom,” Jaramogi had written, “but the class is also a community.”



Some Black Christian Nationalists were barely twenty years old when they told their mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, grandmothers and grandfathers, uncles and aunts, As long as I’m with this church, you don’t have to worry about me. That was when their families knew their lives were no longer an affair for them to govern. The first wave of move-ins lasted for months. They hauled boxes and furniture into a lobby with cherrywood-paneled walls. Maccabees were assigned to protect the building and assist in whatever way necessary. Groups of women operated the switchboards around the clock.

It didn’t matter how much they’d seen, how old they were, or how far they’d traveled to get there. Whether they sold their heirlooms, engagement rings, a second car, or withdrew from their savings to bring heaven that much closer to earth, for all of them, time seemed to flow differently in the Shrine. There was a joke that all those who joined became newborns again, starting life afresh. With the purchase of their first commune, they could begin to create the total institution that their pastor envisioned. It would be a place embedded in the social fabric of the city and in many ways divorced from mainstream values. It was the hoped-for crucible of a better future.






Messiahs


As Albert Cleage was devoting himself to building the Black Christian Nationalism movement in the early 1970s, the question for those who had known of his public activism in the previous decade was, Where had he gone? Was he still part of the greater black revolution, which seemed to be dying off, or had he abandoned it to focus on his increasingly inward-looking community? Outsiders wondered whether Cleage and his movement were relevant at all anymore. What good was a Christian church anyways? What place did the white man’s religion have in a future supposed to be free of the white man’s ideologies?

The most likely reasons Cleage and the Black Christian Nationalists tend to receive little notice today were apparent as early as the late 1960s. Even in Rev. Cleage’s own lifetime, the radicalism of his separatist and theological beliefs placed him on the fringes of public approval. Although his work and ideas inspired many of his contemporary black nationalists, young agitators of the New Left, countless black educators, business owners, artists, Afrocentrics, and religious believers, the height of his popularity came after the Detroit uprising and the publication of The Black Messiah. When he chose to abandon the national speaking circuits and focus on expanding his church, Cleage fell out of mind as the years went on, even for some people in Detroit. He was not appearing on TV or on the radio as much anymore, and by the mid-1970s, one straw poll suggested that fewer people in the Detroit area recognized his name compared with the immediate period after the Rebellion.

As recently as 2021, Cleage received no substantive mention in Henry Louis Gates, Jr.’s popular book The Black Church: This Is Our Story, This Is Our Song or its accompanying miniseries on PBS, though both included images of Glanton Dowdell’s Black Madonna mural. The book’s discussion of black liberation theology was devoted almost exclusively to the influence of James Cone, the systematic theologian whose extensive writings on the subject established him as an intellectual force. Cone’s ideas were partly influenced by Cleage’s preaching around the time of the Detroit Rebellion, and he appeared as a guest speaker at the Mother Shrine in the late 1960s just as his own work was gaining attention. In addition to Cone’s teaching appointment at Union Theological Seminary in New York City, which placed him at the center of progressive Christian thought for decades, he also adopted a more symbolic—and thus more palatable—view of God’s relationship to blackness than did Cleage.

One explanation for Cleage’s marginality comes from Raphael Warnock, the Georgia-born pastor who wrote a book about black liberation theology in 2013, nearly a decade before he became a U.S. senator. Warnock cited Cleage’s unorthodox “theological conclusions coupled with the sectarian ecclesiology of the Shrine of the Black Madonna, centered exclusively around his leadership” as reasons that the church isn’t more widely known today. Cleage’s religious beliefs were too obscure, in other words, his practices too Afrocentric, his outlook more inclined toward conflict than peace, and his plan for worldwide black liberation too dependent on his singular vision.

Another historian suggested that Cleage had much in common with the sixteenth-century German preacher and mystic Thomas Müntzer. Müntzer is well-known among those who study the history of utopianism for his role in the German Peasants’ War of 1525, which led to his execution. Comparing Cleage with this figurehead of the Radical Reformation was another way of saying that he struck some as a heretical revolutionary who tried to convince black people that they could usher in a new world by destroying the one right in front of them.



In the 1970s, new religious movements—Black Christian Nationalism among them—were emerging in response to the many ways American society appeared to be failing its people. There was a thin line separating pragmatism from extremism. What some called spiritual havens, others decried as toxic cults. As I learned more about Black Christian Nationalism, becoming increasingly aware of the way its tenets challenged many of the bourgeois values that had defined my own youth, I began to see that the question of whether it ever constituted a cult would be the most sensitive one to raise. It is also one of the hardest to answer.

When I first asked my mother’s parents what they knew of the Shrine of the Black Madonna, their mouths twisted. Ours was not a family of black nationalists (though one fun, free-spirited great-aunt had paid a visit to the Shrine sometime in the 1970s). My grandfather James was formed in the mold of his mother’s much more famous church in Chicago. She had attended Mt. Olivet Baptist in the 1950s, during the halcyon days of Reverend Joseph Harris Jackson, one of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s most vocal black opponents and, later, a critic of liberation theology. Mt. Olivet was a church in the Booker T. Washington fashion—espousing thrift, racial uplift, self-improvement, and harmony within the bounds of the existing social order. Even as a child, I sensed that there was not much tolerance in my family for deviation from the norms of respectability. Albert Cleage, Jr., was, in my grandparents’ eyes, the leader of a cult.

A 1996 Cite magazine feature about the Shrine titled “Ghetto Uto pia,” though mostly admiring of the church’s longevity and “thoughtful, socially redemptive mission,” echoed the most common concern about the institution—that it was an ideologically rigid place that revolved around the precepts of an all-powerful patriarch. If the Shrine was in some ways a black utopia, it was perhaps limited by the discouragement of public dissent or criticism from its members and Cleage’s nearly unquestioned authority. Cultish, if not cultic, said the church’s critics.

Within the broader history of black utopian movements, the word cult has a particular relationship to the notion of social power. In Black Gods of the Metropolis (1944), the anthropologist Arthur Huff Fauset wrote of “black cults” such as the Nation of Islam, the Black Jews, and the Peace Mission Movement of Father Divine. Fauset was sympathetic to black movements that had no desire to be understood by outsiders. His study of the new black religious movements of the pre-WWII era inspired the later work of one of the leading black religious historians of the 1960s and ’70s, Joseph R. Washington, Jr. In his own book, Black Sects and Cults (1972), Washington defined cults as “islands of moral unity” and “variations of the search for power.” These moral islands arose in rejection of an establishment institution or ideology. For those who inhabited these islands, it was better to be free and misunderstood than to be a debased slave. In the black cult, Washington wrote, “it is understood that the enemies of black people will be defeated, that black people will live in joyful abundance in a new world of their own creation.”

Washington, writing in a new age of black utopian movements, did not share Fauset’s sympathetic outlook. In his book, he called Cleage “a tragic figure.” Washington believed he was a middle-class escapist who duped his people with “sheer utopias” represented by the pretty mural of a black woman holding a black baby Jesus. According to Washington, Cleage was “in love with his own cultic fantasy, rather than the black reality.”



On her wedding day in May 1969, Jewell Eralene Worley, a seventeen-year-old student, was one of three white brides standing at the altar of her church in Ukiah, a rural settlement in northern California. Each bride wore a long-sleeved dress of white satin and a veil that hung at her elbows. They were distinguished by the colors of their dress bows, which matched their carnation ribbons, the dresses of their attendants, and the frosting on their cakes. Jewell’s color was blue. Her pastor’s wife, Marceline, sang a solo over organ music, a Sondheim song about finding peace and quiet in some unknown place.

One month later, Jewell wrote a short letter to Albert Cleage at the prompting of her pastor: “Dear Rev. Albert B. Cleage Jr., I’m writting [sic] just to let you know that I think it’s wonderful what you are doing for your people. I just want to praise you for the strong stand and the pride you have for your people. I’m a member of People’s Temple pastor [sic] by Jim Jones, Although my pastor is white he has adoped [sic] black children and many other races. I was wondering if you would send me a picture of your black christ for my chruch [sic]?”

Another member of Peoples Temple, Jodi Jow, explained in her own letter to Cleage why he might find a like-minded spirit in her pastor. “[Pastor Jones] bases his teachings and his life on the practice of racial equality and love,” she wrote. “We live in a predominantly white town, but nearly all of the Black people here belong to our church and we pride ourselves on this fact. We hope to have more joining our congregation…”

Jewell and Jodi both requested duplicates of Jon Onye Lockard’s Black Messiah, which hung in the Shrine’s lobby. From California’s Redwood Valley, Jim Jones was, like Cleage, becoming popular for criticizing the social norms of American society and hypocrisy within mainstream Christianity. Since the 1950s, Jones, a white man, had been styling himself as a holy seer and faith healer in the mold of black religious leaders such as Father Divine and Sweet Daddy Grace. Jones was on the cusp of opening another branch of the Peoples Temple in San Francisco’s Fillmore district, where Cleage once lived as black wartime workers came to the area in the early 1940s. After Cleage left San Francisco, black migration to the district continued for the next thirty years and peaked in the 1970s. By then, the Peoples Temple was at the height of its influence, commended by the local press and composed mostly of black members.

As early as 1969, Jones was starting to conflate blackness—the social status that he said society feared most—and godhood. “Black is a consciousness,” he said during a service in 1973. “Black is a disposition. To act against evil. To do good.” Jones’s messages around this time were as reminiscent of Howard Thurman as of Father Divine. He insisted on equality between people by denying that race existed. He profaned race by profaning blackness, calling himself a “nigger,” seeing his own face reflected in Cleage’s invocations of the Black Messiah, and listening to his wife, Marceline, singing “Black Baby” for the Peoples Temple Choir—a promise that racial prejudice would one day leave the hearts of men.

Some of the bad press the Peoples Temple started to receive in the early 1970s spilled over to the Shrine. In October 1972, a month after the journalist Lester Kinsolving became one of the first people to expose abusive practices at the Peoples Temple in a series of articles for the San Francisco Examiner, he dismissed the Black Christian Nationalists as “Cleage’s Black Jesus cult.” He called Cleage himself a “white-hating minister.” Kinsolving’s conflation of Cleage and Jim Jones’s efforts “to create a Utopian community along the lines of the early Christian church” was the kind of rhetoric that pushed the Shrine to the edges of a movement it still had every intention of helping lead: that of building enduring black nations within the nation.

Six years after Kinsolving’s remarks, in 1978, Jim Jones ordered the deaths of hundreds of his followers on the Peoples Temple Agricultural Project compound in rural Guyana. More than nine hundred people died by murder or forced suicide, including Jones himself. Patty Parks and Judy Ijames, two of the other women from the Peoples Temple who had written letters to Cleage in 1969, died in Jonestown as well. The massacre reinforced the fear that groups which sought to separate themselves from mainstream society, no matter their stated goals, were likely to bend toward fanaticism and abuse. The hope that one man might truly be a prophet became the expectation that he was probably a crank.



On the surface, the resonances between Jones and Cleage were profound. Both men were fluent in the evolving languages of black revolution. Each led militant social action churches that spanned the periods of civil rights and black nationalist agitation. Their churches provided social services—access to rehab programs and medical support, child and elder care, communal living arrangements—that were missing from most other churches around them. But though Cleage believed in the possibility of some kind of black apocalypse—a slow, mass death brought on by crises of joblessness and despair—Jones was sure that doomsday was inevitable and near. He feared the dropping of atomic bombs or ambushes by armed government forces. Unlike Jones, Cleage’s response to the ruin he saw in black communities was to refuse the death wish. He wanted to send self-sufficient apostles into the world, where they knew some great change was afoot even if they could not name the hour.

Though it did not always succeed, the purpose of Cleage’s ministry was to diffuse power rather than consolidate it in himself. He was one black man among many people, he assured his followers in the church, and he was vulnerable to the same diseases of the soul. Cleage had issued a warning in 1967 against “personality cults,” writing that an organization “has to be more than a group of people who are attached to a personality and are ready to follow him.” Still, he would never entirely escape the contradictions of his stated goals and his po sition as the patriarch of a Christian church that had its own strictly enforced hierarchies.

It is true that Cleage was sometimes skeptical of gifts from Shrine members and expenditures on his behalf. Offering him a new watch when he had one that worked fine made as much sense to him as printing his face on a T-shirt, a gesture that once infuriated him. It didn’t seem that he wanted to be treated like an indispensable savior, but a minority of Black Christian Nationalists nevertheless referred to him as “my father,” the “Master Teacher,” one of God’s great revelations, or the very sort of black Messiah he described in his book.

The notion that a prophet or an elect group possesses special insight into the nature of good and evil has always been an ingredient of and impediment to certain visions of utopia. Since the late 1960s, Cleage had been telling the members of his church that they were “God’s chosen people,” like the persecuted Israelites, who would never be fully cowed by their oppressors. With this declaration, Cleage intended to instill a sense of purpose in those who would listen. In theory, he was working toward his own obsolescence. He wanted to ensure his movement outlived him, and that when he died, Black Christian Nationalists would continue their fight for dignity and their search for a lasting Promised Land.

Cleage gave himself the great challenge of guiding a spiritual nation through the dark, away from an illuminated horizon that only seemed to light familiar trails. But although the BCN movement was unusually egalitarian in many ways—with its emphasis on communal work and shared resources, rotating leadership roles open to men and women, and semi-autonomous groups that led the Shrine’s expansion into other cities—Cleage was always at the reins. His approach to leadership was fatefully entwined with the patriarchal nature of the Christian church. Like many utopian prophets, Cleage did not expect he would live to see his most dire predictions borne out or his most beautiful dreams come to full fruition. He felt it necessary, all the same, to lead his people until he could do it no more.






LETTER VIII: FREE THOUGHTS


I am what is considered a “Black” man. This designation comes from Caucasian men who are obsessed with classification and separation, and who judge themselves against anything that is not of their own likeness.

I have been in America for my entire life. My forefathers were here going back at least five or six generations. In 2006, my father, his brother, and my sister did research that led the family back to 1870. I was told that we could have gone even further back to find out about my ancestry, but the information was disturbing to my family members because of the slave trade mentality. People were considered cattle.

At the age of seven, my parents told me that I was Black, and I told them I was not. I argued that black was a color, and I was clearly a human being. I have never spoken to aqua, sienna, or pink. I have never met blue. I understand that I have native countrymen, but don’t classify me as a color.

I realized as a child that my parents were trying to instill in my mind a notion that someone before them had put in place for all of us. All people are told that they are part of a group, and though family pride has validity, this is where the problem begins for interactions in the world. People find illogical conflict in differences. It can be hard to maintain the discipline of tolerance. We should have stayed away from trying to build the tower of Babel.

I desperately loved my parents and wanted to help them understand that I was a person, a boy. My pride was in my beauty as an individual. Some would like to say that a person must first identify with their heritage and tribe, country and countrymen. It is sometimes good when people can stand together and have something in common, but pride in the flesh is often futile. I love how I look and am grateful that I was born with my heritage, but we live in times that push for the separation of people.

Would I allow myself to be a person obsessed with group conflicts, or would I be an individual who lived as the human being that I am, not allowing my heritage to determine everything that I say and think? Do I look at the beauty of my son, and my father, and where we come from as the basis of who I am?

Can a government or an education system convince you that your strength, identity, and legitimacy are in your heritage, or are you intelligent enough to know that your strength, identity, and legitimacy are in who you are as the singular person who was born to your mother? Will you waste your time on the irrelevant, or will you spend it looking beyond the body into the soul?

The constructs of country and tribe prevent a person from having free thoughts and free reign to be their individual selves. One day we’ll only be loved for the love that we lived. Though each man should embrace his earthly circumstance, it is only an earthly circumstance. We expire once the heart stops and the brain goes dead. I don’t think it’s wise to boast the temporary over the eternal.






The Science of Becoming What You Already Are


[image: ]

In 1961, an eleven-year-old girl named Shelley Elaine Miller walked through grounds decorated with trees and flowers to reach a baptistery’s sacramental font. Her blue plaid dress, blue socks, and black patent leather shoes were spotless. The baptistery was a gaping hall without any chairs. The lighting was poor except for the pool’s illuminated front. The water’s shadows flickered against the wall.

Six five-year-old girls arrived with their parents and were shown to a room of stalls, then directed to change into white swimming caps and floor-length cotton gowns. Shelley had arranged for the baptism of these girls, who she had been teaching in Sunday school at her preacher father’s church. Shelley’s father, a Freemason and former Army sergeant named Rufus James, had come to Detroit from Florida in 1949 looking for work. Her mother, Ruth Lee Miller, had taught school briefly in the South before leaving that behind to care for her four children. Shelley was the second oldest of the bunch.

Shelley’s parents maintained an orderly home with the standard trifecta of icons on the wall—JFK, MLK, and white Jesus. Rufus James’s ban on dancing, drinking, and ungodly music did not stop Shelley or her siblings from grooving to Smokey Robinson or Martha and the Vandellas. Unbeknown to their father, they went on doing the Bop, the Jerk, the Twist, and the Hully Gully. The gender barrier around his pulpit was the only boundary his three daughters could not cross. And though there was not a single white person in Rufus James’s church, the image of white Jesus would never come down. He conceded to Shelley that many of the figures in their Bible stories were black men and women, but, he said, “There was nothing I could do about it.”



Shelley started at Wayne State University in Detroit, in 1968, where she studied physical therapy until her interest waned. She left school and took a test that placed her in the new labor relations unit of the Detroit Police Department. She worked as a stenographer and secretary for her boss, a white man. Shelley, though typically a well-mannered person, became “completely revolutionary” in front of her employer. She began showing up late and wearing halter tops and hipster jeans in defiance of the strict dress code City Hall imposed on women.

Some fresh spirit of revolt had gotten into her ever since the winter of 1971. Her older sister Vernice came home one day with earrings, a silver bangle, and a copy of The Black Messiah from the Shrine of the Black Madonna’s cultural center. Shelley borrowed and finished the book in three days. It confirmed the very truth her father had felt the need to deny. The old, unexamined ideas about the true nature of Christ, and the images of his supplicatory white face, were lies. Shelley, Vernice, and one of their friends caught the bus on a Sunday morning and transferred to the Linwood route. They entered the Shrine and Shelley stared at the visual affirmation of the truth that Jesus Christ was born to a black woman. The author of The Black Messiah himself was there, too, wearing a navy-blue suit, white shirt, and black bow tie. Dressed the way he was, he looked almost like one of the black Muslims.

The three young women took their seats as the church’s music director brought the choir down from “Lift Every Voice and Sing.” Another man stood to lead the congregation through the Prayer of the Black Messiah: “Almighty God who called together the Black Nation Israel, through Thy son the revolutionary Black Messiah, Jesus, hallowed be Thy name. May Thy Black Nation speedily come and Thy will be done on earth as we accept commitment to daily sacrifice and struggle. Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive black brothers and sisters who trespass against us. Help us to resist temptation as we struggle against individualism and may the Black Nation Israel stand as a living witness to Thy power and Thy glory forever and ever. Amen.”

Shelley was among the seventy people who joined the Shrine that day. At night after her city job, she began attending the church’s mandatory orientations and group meetings. The same brother in the church who had given Rev. Cleage the name of Jaramogi rechristened Shelley as Monifa Dara Omowale, the Lucky and Beautiful One, the Daughter Returned Home. She fell in love with another young Shrine member, married him, and gave birth to a daughter in 1972, the year that Monifa was ordained as a minister.

With a baby girl, she had to decide what to do about Jaramogi’s expectation that she leave her home on Wisconsin Street to move into the National Training Center. Jaramogi had promised every Black Christian Nationalist “security from the cradle to the grave,” from mothers on down to their children. Without that promise, Monifa and other young parents in the church would not have given the idea another thought. Who were they building a nation for if not the next generation? Monifa left the police labor relations department and, for a while, the world of conventional work in total commitment to her faith.

Late in 1973, Monifa would become part of the Shrine’s small full-time cadre whose members left behind their “slave jobs” for full-time missionary outreach (MOR) work, what Black Christian Nationalists called reaching. Soon after one Shrine member, inspired by groups like the Red Cross, successfully solicited donations for the church one day, Black Christian Nationalists hit the streets. They made some pedestrians, black and white, feel like good Samaritans. Others who donated were certain they had made a small contribution to the black revolution. The early reaching trips hit Detroit’s suburbs, Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, the greater Midwest, the Northeast, and sometimes even Canada. At the height of the church’s expansion in the late 1970s, the Shrine would send hundreds of people across the country to collect thousands of dollars on the weekend. They reached most weekends for a generation. The money from these trips would help fund their most ambitious project years later, the purchase of thousands of acres of pastureland in South Carolina.

The Shrine’s communal budget began in 1975, using money mostly from the reaching efforts and the paychecks that some working members of the church voluntarily turned over. Under this arrangement, the Shrine started practicing a version of what some early Christian communities had done. As described in Acts 2:44–45, the verses from the Bible that have inspired utopian communities around the world for centuries: “All that believed were together, and had all things in common; and sold their possessions and goods, and parted them to all men, as every man had need.”

For many in the Shrine, the communal budget created a life virtu ally free of debt, in which they did not need to worry about paying bills, buying food, or slipping into economic ruin. When someone who relied entirely on the budget had something they wanted or needed—a new pair of blue jeans, an appointment at the dentist—a budget director evaluated the feasibility of the request before disbursing the funds. The role of budget director, like many other positions in the Shrine, was not filled by one person alone but changed depending on the church’s needs and the individual’s abilities.

Jaramogi lived and ate among the Black Christian Nationalists in the NTC, leaving his home in the Boston-Edison neighborhood to move into a two-bedroom apartment on the seventh floor. A smaller unit beside his apartment that came with a bed and bathroom served as his den. Monifa heard this man, the patriarch of his chosen family, ask the Black Christian Nationalists to give up things he had relinquished long ago. The pioneers were advised to put a moratorium on planning families as their nation opened new Shrines. Romantic love and children were beautiful things, but for now they would need to be subordinate to the true revolutionary mission. Jaramogi’s own daughters were adults by now, leading their own lives. Any doubts or anguish about the time with his own family Jaramogi sacrificed to run his church were private concerns. Some young Shrine members would find Jaramogi’s request too hard to follow. As a result, there were those who chose to leave the expansion cadres—select missionary groups tasked with developing new Shrines in different cities—or even the church itself.

In Jaramogi’s radicalism, Monifa saw a man devoid of the hypocrisy and avarice that had come to define so many leaders in Christian churches. Her own responsibilities expanded as Jaramogi listened to her speak up in group meetings. She became a group leader and was chosen to be in the Order of Nzinga. By 1974, when Monifa was twenty-four, Jaramogi had made her administrator of Shrine No. 2, a smaller satellite church, on Mack and Burns. No. 2 was one of the various Shrine outposts that were founded throughout the wider Detroit area in the 1970s. A few were extensions of the Mother Shrine. Others, such as Shrines No. 7 and 8, were churches in Kalamazoo and Flint, run by Black Christian Nationalists who had moved to those cities.

Jaramogi had announced back in 1969 plans to open Shrines outside of Michigan, in cities throughout the Midwest and Northeast. Most were never established or else did not last long. At its height in the first half of the 1970s, the Black Christian Nationalism movement may have had a few thousand formal members around the country, but it was no mass movement like the Nation of Islam. It was long, difficult work building bases of power in other cities while the core in Detroit was still figuring out life in the commune. Jaramogi did have a wish for the future churches of the Shrine, when and wherever they were founded: “If they accomplish nothing else than to get the idea of a Black Messiah across, they will be an influence,” Jaramogi said. “This form will make other churches change.”



When Coleman Young, Detroit’s first black mayor, won his election in 1973, he defeated a former police commissioner for the city. Young was a Tuskegee Airman, labor organizer, and state senator who had been celebrated in the postwar years for standing up to the House Un-American Activities Committee when the inquisitors came to Detroit. Charismatic and often unfiltered, he had been an occasional guest at the Shrine going back to 1962. By the end of the 1960s, Young was one of Jaramogi’s occasional confidants, participating in discussions at the Shrine on the future of Detroit’s schools. Young ran for mayor, in part, on a promise to reform the city’s police department. A nonprofit that Cleage and other Black Christian Nationalists founded, the Black Slate, was one of the first black-led institutions to endorse Young’s campaign. After his narrow win, he opened positions in the mayor’s office to more blacks than any administration had before. Black Christian National ists would work in Young’s administration throughout the twenty years he served in office.

By the time Young spoke at the 1975 opening convention for Shrine No. 9 in Atlanta, he was one of the most well-known black mayors in the country. Atlanta’s black mayor, Maynard Jackson, made an appearance at the event as well. The Black Christian Nationalists of Shrine No. 9 on Gordon Street, in Atlanta’s West End, were based in one of the most diverse areas of the city. The West End was friendly to black Muslims, Rastafarians, and Black Hebrew Israelites. One of the Black Hebrews’ famed Soul Vegetarian restaurants was just down the street from No. 9. The Atlanta Constitution would call No. 9 “a sort of nation-within-a-nation; a separate communal black state that will, as far as possible, be totally independent of the rest of American society.” The year No. 9 opened, Mayor Jackson declared April 1 as “BCN Day” in Atlanta. Jaramogi’s daughter Pearl, who was then working in the mayor’s office, drew up the proclamation.

Despite the initial optimism around the likes of Young and Jackson, victories for liberal black politicians around the country and the growing black voting power in cities smoke-screened the devastation that had been wrought on the black liberation movement as Jaramogi had once known it. Besides the sectarian disputes and counterintelligence suppression campaigns that were tearing black nationalist groups apart, larger forces were weakening any semblance of a united front. In the Shrine, the effects of economic stagnation, the continued loss of manufacturing jobs in Detroit, and worsening social crises such as the War on Drugs compounded the sense that there was an ongoing siege against inner cities. “Our urban enclaves offer the only place where Black people can escape from the inner-loneliness, confusion, insecurity and feelings of inferiority that torment them daily,” Jaramogi wrote. “Our URBAN ENCLAVES protect you from the relentless social forces now undermining the existence of Black ghettoes.”



In Detroit, Donnie Nelson—who went by his middle name, Kimathi—proved a reliable deputy when Jaramogi needed something done quietly and well. He had come to know the reverend while serving as the region’s Maccabees commander and bishop. It was a rare distinction, as few people on the Shrine’s security force also learned the intricacies of Jaramogi’s theology. Ministers and Maccabees, respectively the sacred apprentices and Swiss Army knives of the church, sometimes clashed as they jockeyed for authority. With his loyalties to both groups, Kimathi mediated disputes.

Although his public prominence had declined, Jaramogi was not free from the occasional threat of violence. After one Shrine member overheard a conversation at a restaurant on Linwood Street about plans to kidnap Jaramogi and hold him for ransom—the financial success of the church’s reaching expeditions was no secret—security arrangements were bolstered and Jaramogi never traveled without a Maccabee anymore, not even driving himself. As the dewy-faced colonel in charge of Detroit’s Maccabees, Kimathi became Jaramogi’s chauffeur, taking him wherever he needed to go, to doctor’s appointments, to see movies and eat at restaurants. During their conversations, Jaramogi perked up. The hours Kimathi had spent in Jomo’s basement library were showing.

“You’re a learned Negro,” Jaramogi told him.

“What do you mean?”

“You actually read books.”

Jaramogi had found an intellectual sparring partner worthy of taking him around town. The young man’s watchful gaze could also spot ruptures in the Shrine’s still-expanding operation. When Kimathi rose within the Maccabees to become an officer, he was assigned to intelligence. He led a team that informed Jaramogi when church members were doing something illegal or otherwise dubious. He would gather and verify information before telling Jaramogi, who would then decide whether to hold some kind of probationary hearing for the offender. Kimathi’s intelligence-gathering was one defense against further orga nizational decay, and part of the reason Jaramogi broke his own rule that prohibited Maccabees from leading Shrines.

As part of the church’s expansion plans, Jaramogi had been investigating possible locations in the South. In 1976, a Houston city councilman informed him of an available 30-unit apartment complex in the city. Jaramogi toured the site and decided he had found the home of the Shrine’s next urban enclave. Shrine No. 10 opened in Houston in 1976, in a 1,500-seat sanctuary. Its first few months were hampered by inept management. When Texas Rangers began snooping around the Houston church for no apparent reason and it became clear that church leaders weren’t managing the situation well, Jaramogi transferred Kimathi to No. 10 to take over as senior bishop. He was twenty-four years old.



In 1978, Jaramogi called for a churchwide synod in Houston. Black Christian Nationalists from Detroit and Atlanta streamed into Texas for the announcement that the Shrine of the Black Madonna was reincorporating under a new name, to reflect a shift in the church’s priorities: the Pan-African Orthodox Christian Church (PAOCC). Most people would still call it the Shrine. The church’s renaming occurred shortly after African nations such as Mozambique, Angola, Guinea-Bissau, and others completed their transitions to independence. Their beacons blazed brightly for weary black nationalists on the American front. By this time, the church was still committed to planting Shrines “across the world” and setting up “theological Training Centers and Residence Halls for Clergy and theological students, non-profit housing for members and those in need, Bookstores and Cultural Centers, Farms, Camps, Retreats, Meditation Centers, Information Centers, Rehabilitation Centers, Social Service Bureaus, Schools [and] non-profit businesses.” But after a global oil shock pushed the U.S. economy into the second major recession of the decade, Jaramogi confided to church leaders that the black revolution was basically dead.

The black revolution was a set of ideas, and many people had lost faith in those that held sway a decade before. Guerrilla war wasn’t likely anymore. Black people commandeering the shop floors of auto plants felt more like a fantasy than ever as those jobs were slashed and companies relocated. What was needed now was a focus on the survival of Black Christian Nationalists, with an emphasis on their spiritual health. It was time for the Shrine to fulfill its practical purpose as a Christian community, offering itself as “a safe haven” and a locus of “transformation rather than revolution.”

Jaramogi believed that a church was only as sustainable as its people. To live in a changing world as a Black Christian Nationalist meant that individuals would need to update their rituals and beliefs to keep up with the times. “We must find the ancient disciplines,” Jaramogi would write in one of his poems, “used by Seekers in every generation.” He was looking for new frameworks to help him think about the next step toward black liberation. In this new and uncertain age, what was working for other people who were attempting to change what it meant to live in the world?



Monifa often returned to a memory from her first year of college. In a park with her boyfriend, a dark-skinned Air Force man, she lay down on a blanket. The couple stared into the sky until, at once, Monifa’s boyfriend seemed to vanish like some kind of mirage. Unaware then of her physical body or its weight, Monifa was, she would later write, “immersed, embraced, and encompassed by the sky, the clouds, the birds, the trees.” It felt like a high, a mystical, direct communion with everything. Her trance lasted for two hours. She told no one.

Early in her days at the Mother Shrine, Monifa attended yoga classes. The instructor was a woman who wore forest-green leotards and showed her students how to wade through a river of movements—Cobra, Bow, Spinal Twist, Forward Bend. Monifa balanced on her head and learned about the seven chakras. Her out-of-body experience in the park all those years ago prepared her for her first experience of kundalini. With further practice, the dormant coil of energy at the base of her spine, in the sacrum bone, unwound. Monifa’s movement flow was an awakening. There was a snap. It was her cue to wake up from a hypnotic state.

Was this what it meant to possess insight? To recognize that movement constantly trumped stability and that the flexible lasted longer than the fixed? Hadn’t Jaramogi been teaching believers to adapt their mindsets and real-world strategies for survival along these lines? The United States was a young country that thought it knew more than it did. The great, ancient civilizations of countries like Egypt and India had rich spiritual traditions and bodies of occult knowledge that had survived for eons. Perhaps they could be rediscovered and updated for a generation of black people who had seen and tried so many other strategies to try and free their minds. Every black American revolution was once new, but their deepest impulses were immemorial.

Monifa’s asana movements seamlessly joined each pose to the ones before and after, in a great fluid unity. They rejuvenated her body and participated in that essential dynamism which discoveries in the field of physics were only now revealing to Western scientists. Jaramogi had read about the modeling of grand unified theories in the mid- and late 1970s. There existed different states of matter, and different energy levels were required to influence the relationships between them, but the basic components of life seemed to be connected. For people with a countercultural orientation like Jaramogi, the formulation of the standard model of particle physics and the discovery of elementary particles such as quarks confirmed that there was much more unknown about the universe than not, on every scale. White Western scientists did not possess all knowledge. Quantum field theory humbled them. No single person could be the gatekeeper of truth when there were still so many unknown variables. Perhaps openness to revelations from beyond the known world would prevail over hard-faced presumption. This position was taken in some of the most popular books of the time, such as the Austrian American physicist Fritjof Capra’s The Tao of Physics (1975).

“In the beginning, nothing existed but the power and creative intelligence of God,” Jaramogi would tell his congregation in a 1984 sermon. He was echoing the teachings of the famous Indian guru Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, who established what he called the Science of Creative Intelligence. Jaramogi had come across similar language as early as the 1940s, when he was a student at Oberlin reading the work of the progressive Presbyterian minister Henry Sloane Coffin. Coffin liberally interpreted God as “that creative Force, behind and in the universe, who manifests himself as energy, as life, as order, as beauty, as thought, as conscience.”

“Out of a mystical explosion of divine energy,” Jaramogi would say, “the cosmos and everything in it was created. This act of creation provided an orderly unification of the four fundamental forces of nature in a Unified Field controlling the functions and interactions of all things.”



Monifa was a voracious reader, devouring books like Discover the Power Within You, Body-Mind, Creative Conflict, and Awareness. She continued her yogic practices, taking over for her old instructor when she left her post. She taught yoga in the years when things were getting bad in beautiful cities and Jaramogi started speaking of God as “one constantly expanding unified cosmic energy field.”

There could be no real knowledge of God while suffering alone. Fostering a sense of redemptive communalism was the purpose of what Cleage called the Transforming Community. In group encounters, Black Christian Nationalists would hold themselves to account. They called out one another’s shortcomings and gave praise when it was merited, when the work was good. They were not afraid to cry. They tried exorcising their rage and self-hate by reaching an emotional fever pitch, leaping to a higher energy level. It was as though they were performing one of the sacred dances of the Greco-Armenian mystic George Ivanovitch Gurdjieff. Gurdjieff recognized that men and women consisted of pure movement. They sought emotional catharsis through frenzied but precise motions. (In Jaramogi’s notes, he scrawled the names of Gurdjieff, the psychotherapist Sue Holland, and Rajneesh, the guru known for his Dynamic Meditation method. Above them he wrote “Human Potential Movement.”)

Jaramogi named the syncretic belief system that would become the renewed heart of his black liberation theology KUA (in Swahili, kua means “growing”). It was a “sacred sacrament of rebirth,” the “science of becoming what you already are.” KUA’s doctrine was one of communal healing and realignment. Every person was permeated by cosmic energy and contained “a spark of the transcendent divinity that is the ground of all reality.” It was another, modern way of saying that God, the creative essence of the universe, was within every black person. As practitioners of KUA, Black Christian Nationalists spoke of a “chain of operant conditioning” that disturbed their minds and blocked their energy chakras. The buildup of unreleased cosmic power, obstructed by selfishness, greed, self-hatred, and other wicked habits learned from the slave society, was ruinous.

“We have lost the integration of mind, body and spirit with which we were born,” Jaramogi said. “The church must have therapies that can liberate seekers from the socially derived imprisonments that isolate us from self, each other and from God, inhibiting us from becoming all God meant for us to be.” Meditations, macrobiotic diets, breath work, tai chi, dance, yoga, positive affirmations, and sacramental rituals were all part of a “complete therapy for the ‘Awakened Group.’” One lesson Jaramogi adapted from Gurdjieff was that a single person could not reach the highest energy level needed to open her inner channels by herself. But if she could reach that state, her disordered body would find harmony once more. The unhindered flow of pent-up cosmic energy would shatter old associations and learned habits. This was the experience of Kugasana. Confessional group encounters were the only way to understand one’s own personal limitations and set the Holy Ghost free.

Cleage admitted that, with the development of KUA, practices in the Shrine were starting to resemble those of what he called the “self-realization” movement or the “consciousness revolution”—what might now be referred to as part of the New Age phenomenon of the 1970s and ’80s. “The Pan-African Orthodox Christian Church uses all the techniques that the consciousness movement is trying to use separately and apart from the church,” he said in a 1978 sermon. More and more people seemed to find fulfillment in bioenergetics and psychosynthesis therapies, Transcendental Meditation, and the weekend workshops of the popular Erhard Seminars Training movement, which emphasized personal responsibility as the most important factor in spiritual transformation.

“The consciousness revolution is going to only illustrate the fact that people have such a terrible need to fill the empty vacuum which is their life,” Cleage said. If its purpose was to expand one’s sense of what was possible in life and to create a sense of openness to other realities that complemented what was already known about the world, perhaps the consciousness revolution would become the secular religion that made Christianity obsolete. This was Cleage’s fear. He saw the rise of the consciousness revolution as a reaction against Christian churches that failed to help people become aware of “themselves, their relationship with other people, of nature, [and] the relationship with the whole world in which they live.” Still, he saw these movements as having limitations of their own. He criticized them for offering only “a temporary illusion of community” that did not require the same levels of commitment, accountability, and sacrifice as his own Pan-African movement. American society was ex periencing acute crises of loneliness, faithlessness, and pessimism. It would be the responsibility of Black Christian Nationalists to bring the modern language and practices of the consciousness revolution into the church, where Cleage still believed they would have the broadest impact in black communities.






Black Kibbutzniks


In the right environment, no one was more capable of rising above the devastations of slave society than a child. “In order to find who you really are,” Monifa remembered Jaramogi saying, “you must return to the womb.” Black children who were part of the “awakened group” might yet find a way to escape a life of automatism and self-hate. Jaramogi knew something of the emotional lives and social needs of black children. In Detroit, his advocacy for better learning conditions in schools had been the reason many people first noticed him. In The Illustrated News, he had published screeds against “pensioners”—principals and superintendents who found it easier to dismiss black girls and boys as problem children rather than ask themselves why some schools were so overcrowded that students had to take classes at the local Y, sitting in folding chairs under poor lighting.

With help from Detroit public school teachers, Jaramogi opened a Freedom School at Central in 1964, in the spirit of the freedom schools then operating in Mississippi to support voter drives. In a publication for GOAL, his sister Barbara explained that Central’s Freedom School was intended to help “free the child from the brainwashing American [sic] has given her black children through the almost complete omission of black America in its visual and historical life.” For six weeks that summer, students read about African history, black revolutions, and black American literature. A few years later, conversations in the Shrine turned toward reorganizing the church’s Sunday school to emphasize cultural heritage. The School of Black Studies that the church ran in 1970 was the result. Like the church’s 1964 Freedom School, the SBS rejected accreditation from the city of Detroit as a measure of legitimacy. It was an independent institution that received its authority from the people who ran it, whether they were formally trained teachers or not.

The Shrine’s educational programs were far more than run-of-the-mill Sunday school classes. They brought to fruition Jaramogi’s sensibilities as a social worker, spiritual leader, and black nationalist, as well as his broad knowledge of behavioral psychology. Shrine children were as likely to learn about the Haitian Revolution and advancements in group therapy techniques as they were to discuss the Old Testament. “Whatever we do,” Jaramogi told a journalist in 1969, “its validity is in terms of the ability to translate it to youth. Youth change faster than the church … The effort now is to relate to the Black Revolution and to fit youth into a black action organization.”

Ultimately, the Shrine gave a permanent structure to its educational initiatives, opening one more school within the church in 1972. The Alkebu-lan Academy began with thirty-five elementary and middle school students. Courses were offered on black history and theology, music and drama, journalism, and other subjects. A church report described Alkebu-lan Academy as working “to undo the educational damage which has been done to all Black students by the slave schools.”

The Shrine’s experiments in raising and educating black children were reactions to the poor slate of options available to parents in the church. There was another purpose, too. The parents of Shrine children were still in the process of disentangling themselves from the former world of slave comforts and habits. They didn’t have the in nocence of children. They couldn’t restart their journeys toward liberation without the baggage of their emotional lives, their bouts of cynicism, and their ugly scars.

A “five-year-old has already begun to learn from his parents and to catch their psychological sickness,” Jaramogi wrote in Black Christian Nationalism. The children of the sick needed a radically new environment in which to structure their days and think about their futures. They needed rituals that removed them as much as possible from the mainstream of slave time. The children deserved to discover their true selves and one another with minimal interference from their guardians. They would require not only an alternative form of schooling but new value systems as well. “If we cannot enter into the Promised Land,” Jaramogi had declared in one of his sermons from The Black Messiah, “we can at least build the institutions that are necessary so that our children can enter in, with courage and knowledge. Our children will not be shepherds in the wilderness because of our faithlessness!”



In 1978, Jaramogi sent Monifa from Detroit to join the Houston cadre at Shrine No. 10. She had set out on a dedicated path, so fervent in her commitment to the black nation that some people started calling her “Ms. Black Christian Nationalism.” If any person in the Shrine could make someone believe they had more than two hands, it was her. Monifa’s methodical work ethic and frankness drew the admiration and ire of peers. Jaramogi’s unshaking commitment to the liberation of black people had pushed Monifa into a “whirlwind of making and doing.”

Given her penchant for working with children, Jaramogi encouraged her to pursue an education degree at the University of Houston. While there, she read the work of progressive educators such as Lawrence Kohlberg and Jonathan Kozol. Kozol’s book Children of the Revolution (1978), about the successful, youth-led Cuban literacy campaign of 1961, was an early inspiration for Monifa. During that campaign, legions of adolescent brigadistas were dispatched throughout the Cuban countryside to teach illiterate peasants how to read and write, in what Kozol called “a moment of political and moral transformation for large numbers of young people who had never before been outside of the circle of their homes.”

Other examples of alternatives to youth education in the United States were the preschools of the Soviet Union described in another book that Monifa read, Lenin’s Grandchildren (1971) by Kitty Weaver. Weaver claimed inaccurately that Soviet preschools were required by law “to be built in every apartment-house complex.” Monifa was attracted by the idea, questionable in its veracity, that young Soviets were treated like citizens with “most of the responsibilities that citizenship entails,” as Weaver wrote. The Soviet system of dezhurstvo (“systematic work activity”) looked very much like Saturday afternoon kazi in the Shrine, requiring young people to perform “socially useful labor for the good of the collective,” anything from cleaning the premises to setting tables for communal meals. Americans would prove their opposition to anything that resembled the Russian approach the year after Weaver’s book was published. A congressional bill that would have provided federally subsidized daycare centers was killed over concerns that the “Sovietization” of preschool education would threaten conservative family structures.



The Austrian immigrant Bruno Bettelheim, one of the most controversial child psychologists in the United States and an inspiration to Jaramogi, also noticed the “Soviet experiments with raising children in institutions.” For their admirers, Soviet schools were some of the many examples in the 1960s and ’70s, along with Chinese communes, Cuban liberation schools, and Israeli kibbutzim, of reimagining how holistic models of education could produce generations of hardworking citizens dedicated to nation-building. For Bettelheim, whose ideas were influenced by the work of Sigmund Freud, one defining characteristic of modern society was that its people always seemed to be on the verge of a collective nervous breakdown. To avoid this fate, children would have to sever their psychological links with their parents, “abolish[ing] the … bridge between generations.”

Bettelheim was known as the longtime director of the Sonia Shankman Orthogenic School, a residential treatment center in Chicago for youth with emotional and behavioral challenges. Although Bettelheim referred to the school during his tenure as a “therapeutic” center, his many critics in the field of psychology and some of his former students characterized it as an unethical environment where care practices lacked scientific rigor, rules for the patients were irresponsibly lax, and physical punishment was common. Bettelheim developed a reputation as the enfant terrible of child psychology whose academic qualifications were dubious and whose ideas seemed to be based more on pop psychoanalysis than evidence-based science.

Despite this, Bettelheim’s work appealed to parents and educators who were tired of conventional education methods and drawn to the idea that a child’s emotional suffering could be remedied through careful changes in their environment. Jaramogi paid close attention to Bettelheim’s work, especially his popular 1969 book on raising children in the kibbutzim, Children of the Dream. He asked Monifa to read it. Bettelheim argued that the black “slum child” who had reaped few benefits from America’s educational systems was, like the young Shomer of the kibbutz, shaped by a “uniquely self-contained [world] … constituted by extremity.”

Whether they were looking to escape American ghettoes or European shtetels, black children and young Jewish kibbutzniks strove to “forever do away with the very conditions that bred them,” Bettelheim wrote. This meant getting as far away from the neuroses of their care takers as possible. Even well-meaning parents could not restrain themselves from dominating their children’s lives by hovering over them like tyrants. Jaramogi disagreed with Bettelheim’s conclusion that “the kibbutz anima is too radically different from what prevails in our large urban centers [in the United States].” Instead, he ran with Bettelheim’s point that black ghettoes were the places where “such child rearing methods might conceivably modify what is currently misnamed the ‘culture’ of poverty.” Applying the communal ethos of the kibbutz in black communities “would best resolve the problem of our slums,” as Bettelheim wrote, “and in short order.”

The collective farms of Israel’s kibbutzim, which at most had numbered nearly three hundred in total, had long been viewed as some of the twentieth century’s most ambitious utopian projects. The example of group cohesion, democratic decision-making, and economic prosperity that these socialist enterprises set would inspire black American utopian visions and movements from the 1960s on. One of the earliest examples of a black utopian settlement inspired by the kibbutz model was the Orthodox Jewish community of Adat Beyt Mosheh (the Colored House of Moses), which established a commune in the New Jersey Pine Barrens in 1960. Led by the African American rabbi Abel Respes, the black Jewish communards of Adat Beyt Mosheh dreamed of settling in Israel, which they believed to be their spiritual homeland, though the community’s membership declined after Respes died in 1986.

The influence of the kibbutzim on black utopian thought would become more apparent starting in the late 1960s, as Israel’s government and Zionist advocacy groups in the United States sponsored kibbutz tours and cultural-exchange trips for black Americans. These were attempts to earn the sympathies of an influential minority group amid Israel’s conflicts with Arab countries, particularly the Six-Day War in 1967. Organizations such as the Histadrut—Israel’s largest labor group—the American Jewish Committee, and the Anti-Defamation League often invited civil rights leaders to visit the kibbutzim. James Farmer, the first president of CORE, visited Jewish farming communi ties in 1965. Andrew Young, as executive director of the SCLC, went on a similar kibbutz tour in 1966.

When a delegation of black journalists was invited to Israel in 1969 to write about the kibbutzim, one man writing for the New York Amsterdam News observed in wonder that, “[o]f all the the [sic] things we experienced in Israel the most dramatic and useful to blacks in America is this community way of living which we would do well to imitate […] If the Israelis can make deserts bloom, it seems as if blacks with more fertile land and water, could follow the blueprints of the Kibbutzim and carve out the good life in America. All it takes is togetherness.” The journalist added: “Kibbutz living would solve many of the ills now present in the economy of the poverty stricken in America. There is enough land available, along with the teeming poverty stricken masses, to make collective living a going thing.”



It was a rare thing for an outspoken Pan-Africanist like Jaramogi to embrace the model of the kibbutz so openly, and to make it central to his nation-building vision. By the late 1960s, many black nationalists, including Jaramogi, viewed Palestinians as allies in a global movement led by people of color against racism and imperialism. They tended to view the kibbutzim as inextricably tied to the ongoing saga of Arab displacement and Israeli brutality in Palestine. Many kibbutzim had, in fact, been built directly over the ruins of depopulated and razed Arab villages.

Weeks before the Detroit Rebellion, in a sermon about the Six-Day War, Jaramogi had expressed skepticism of black Christians who celebrated Israel’s swift victory. Though he understood that many of them identified with stories of persecuted Jews in the Old Testament, he believed this blurred the bloody realities of the Arab-Israeli conflict. The modern nation of Israel, Jaramogi believed, was founded by white Jews with European ancestry who used “terrorism and violence” to suppress non-white peoples.

“In the present-day [crisis] in the Middle East,” he said, “we cannot but define the struggle as one between black and white, with the Jews as white.” Three years later, in 1970, Jaramogi would be one of nearly sixty signatories to an advertisement in The New York Times prepared by the Committee of Black Americans for Truth About the Middle East. The statement opposed U.S. economic aid to Israel and declared “Afro-American solidarity with the Palestinian people’s struggle for national liberation and to regain all of their stolen land.”

Despite Jaramogi’s opposition to Israeli Zionism, his attraction to the kibbutz reflected a matter-of-fact approach to adapting other examples of nation-building for his own purposes. “We can’t be on the side of Israel because they are on the white side,” he said in his 1967 sermon, “but we can look at what they did, how they did it, and why they did it.” For Jaramogi, who adopted reductive views of Israel’s history and the ethnic composition of its people, the creation of the kibbutzim exemplified a nation’s successful pursuit of power. It was a coolly utilitarian outlook that required Jaramogi and the Black Christian Nationalists to put aside reservations they may have had about the origins of these communities.

The interpersonal practices that kibbutz living encouraged mattered more to Jaramogi than the farms themselves. He hoped that his own movement would draw inspiration from the kibbutzniks’ dedication to work, their shared budgets for clothes and health costs, communal dining habits, conflict resolution practices, and most important, their separate living arrangements for children. In 1980, Jaramogi summoned Monifa back to Detroit to institute a new educational program at the Mother Shrine. In Detroit, she would lead the first Mtoto House, which Black Christian Nationalists also referred to as “the kibbutz.”

“I looked at how [Israeli Jews] were intent on building generations that would outlast themselves,” Monifa would later say. “They were also very intentional about creating a generation of children that would be better than they were. Anything that occurred in terms of their lives, they tried to deal with that in the kibbutzim … It wasn’t that it was all perfect, but they had a vision about how do you develop children to sustain Israel?”



In the kibbutz, the black children were asleep in their bunk beds when a houseparent came in to relieve the night watch. A groggy watchman slipped out while the housemother or housefather lit candles on an altar. They put a meditation tape in the cassette player.

“Good morning. Rise and shine,” the houseparent crooned.

Chimes rang for the first observance in the Children’s Community. The children stirred and sat in a half-crescent formation around the altar, eased their shoulders if they were not already slack, relaxed their faces, turned their palms upward, and breathed in and out, slowly.

“We quiet our thoughts so that we can enter the Narrow Gate where there is no thought,” the houseparent said, “where there is no consciousness.”

The children would return to be with their birth parents on Saturday after the communal lunch, but they were here during the week. Some did not understand why they could not see their mothers and fathers whenever they wished. Others bragged that life felt like a continuous sleepover with their brothers and sisters in the black nation. The houseparent asked one of them to set the day’s guidelines for how they would show accountability to one another. If they bickered, how would the argument be resolved? If they erred, how would they find a more righteous course?

It was a school day. Their clothes had been ironed and laid out for them. There were not many options, not enough variety to stoke jealousy. After breakfast in the dining hall, they wiped the tables, picked up prepared brown sack lunches of sandwiches, fruits, and juice, and went to the bus stops and church vans that would take them into the slave world for inferior educations. These were only formalities, requirements imposed by the state. The Mtoto House kibbutzniks were not better than any other children, but they might have been more patient than most, less prone to outbursts. They were adept at ignoring the insults other children sometimes directed at their stunning uniformity. They were not the black Muslims for whom some people mistook them. Who, then, did they think they were?

On the seventh floor of the National Training Center, where Jaramogi had his apartment, were the children’s rooms, a library, computer and typing labs, lounge space, and study halls. After school, the students changed into their Alkebu-lan Academy uniforms and gathered in a common area for prayer and discussion. Homework and recess went like clockwork. Alternative rituals presented the children with unusual ways of living in the world. They washed one another’s feet. When it was time for the group showers, in the early days of Mtoto House, the girls on their periods were permitted to go ahead of the others. There was some snickering and shame before the children had seen enough of one another’s bodies to mind them less.

They recited the seven affirmations. The most foreboding was the sixth, the Betrayal.

“In the Garden of Gethsemane,” a young group leader called out, “Jesus was betrayed by all his disciples. We see how easily disciples betrayed Jesus when they lost faith and began to doubt.”

The children avowed: “We will not betray this Sacred Community upon which we depend for both our salvation and our survival.”

They lined up for the evening devotional. A ringing bell ended all chatter except for the incantation of “Wash Me Through and Through, O Lord,” sung to open their inner channels. Some went to sleep during the night ceremony. The second ringing of the bell meant it was time for bed. Their bodies were washed. Their souls had been cleansed.

They would keep their promises to one another. Like the Israeli chamulot, the kinship clans of the kibbutzim, they would reunite for weddings, anniversaries, and funerals. Their lovers would become jealous. Who is that man you are always seeing? That woman you keep laughing with on the phone?

My family, they said.

When they became adults, those who grew up in the Shrine would struggle to explain what it was like to live in an urban kibbutz and why their relative seclusion had been necessary at all. Just how far they could take comparisons to the children of Israel, and to what end, was uncertain. The Shrine children’s hevruta, their intimate community, sprouted with the promise of group salvation through labor in an unredeemed land. In Hebrew this was hovat hagshama, the duty of self-realization for the improvement of the collective.



As I listened to the stories of Black Christian Nationalists who had been raised communally in the Shrine, I found myself envying many of them. Mourning the detachment from kinship networks that I have felt for much of my life, I wanted what the Shrine’s kibbutzniks had been given. Nearly from the moment I learned of Mtoto House’s existence, I had romanticized the upbringing of those children—now adults—who grew up as brothers and sisters, learning about mutual aid and self-love.

To idealize the lifestyles of the black kibbutzniks, I had to downplay the misgivings of those who ultimately left their community because they, too, felt limited by the lives they had. I longed for the sense of cohesion and direction that groups sometimes provide, and some of the Black Christian Nationalists yearned to strike out and explore new ways of living. There were those who simply wanted an opportunity to define themselves on their own terms and discover something beyond the communal ethic, which is the notion that the individual is most valuable as the instrument of a collective.

In the Shrine, renegade desires always flowered, if not on the surface then underneath it. Young lovers wanted romance or families the minute those urges called, against every injunction that they wait or withhold for the benefit of a social movement. Others needed space for themselves, apart from any commune. They wanted their children to be theirs alone, not raised by other people. Or they refused to watch their parents get lost in holy devotion to something deemed more important than family. The safeguarding of the individual was sacred and necessary, too. It was the individual who stood discretely on the riverbank, watching the baptism of others from afar. When separation from others was a freely made choice, it could be beautiful to stand alone. The yearning to live differently could not be dammed. It often required one to abandon a familiar church and replace rehearsed songs that for so long had soothed the ear without trying.







III The Land of Corn and Wine



If a world is not known, how would anyone recognize its shape, even if they happened to catch a glimpse. Some people put faces on their gods or give their gods names and intelligible languages. I’m smart enough to know better, but ask my unanswerable question anyway. What surrounds me.

—JOHN EDGAR WIDEMAN, AMERICAN HISTORIES









LETTER IX: PRODIGAL SON


I left Michigan after calling it home for many years. I moved to Ohio to be with my mother because Dad passed away by the time I was thirty-five years old, in 2011. Mom had moved to Ohio to be around family members in the afterlife of my father’s passing. I wanted to believe that I was helping my mother. I had lived a very distinct and lonely existence up to that point, in a sense.

For most of his life, my father lived far from his brothers and sisters. Though he brought our family to the North for work and economic stability, the separation from family destroyed his heart in many ways. He battled depression like I did, and so did my mother.

I always assumed Dad didn’t want to be home with me and my mother. For about eight years, starting when I was seventeen, I would drive through Detroit and see my father’s gray Dakota truck parked outside of one particular place. I was twenty-five years old when I finally walked into the bar Dad had been frequenting for thirty years. I entered the dark bar called the Locker Room. I knew my father would be there that day because I saw his pickup. When I walked in, the man was sitting there by himself, drinking silently. That was the first time I knew he was chronically depressed and had been for not only my entire life, but probably even before then. As soon as I saw him, my heart broke.

I walked up to him and said, “Hey, Dad.” He instantly lit up. That smile let me know my dad loved me. It was all I needed. I needed to know it after all those years of me sitting in the basement, dancing by myself, reading album credits, and crying. It healed everything for me. I knew his soul in that moment. I learned who he was. He was a man driven and depressed by something. He was so broken that he would sit there for hours, every day of his life. He was so sincerely excited that I had come to see him. Oh, how that hurt me. He said to the bartender, “This is my boy.” He repeated it to someone sitting two or three seats away. At that point, my dad would be with me for another eleven years. It hurts me very much that I did not see him for who he was.



Do not miss out on love. If you watch YouTube and the news shows, those videos and scripted reports are going to have you focused on the destruction of God’s peoples and creations. The value of life is not found in interest rates, currencies, insurrections, or changes in government. Those things will expire just as human life does. What will not expire is the moment my dad smiled at me, the moment he came out of his depression because I showed up to visit him. This is why God breathed life into those of us who are good. Those of us who are houses of love create godly energy when we do things to make others smile. That godly energy is what moves Him to be continuously on Earth with us.

I was in a subpar Kroger when I was forty years old, wheeling down an aisle. My legs stopped. Grief grabbed me when I had nothing on my mind but taco seasoning and, out of nowhere, I realized that I missed my dad. He had been gone for five years. He was thirty-three when I was born and he was sixty-nine the last time we sat and laughed together. He drove hours to see me that final time. We sat and talked while cancer was with him. After we spoke, he grabbed my waist because over the years I had grown taller than him. As we hugged, he pulled me closer than he ever had before. This signaled to me that it would be the last time I saw my dad alive.



In 2021, as I write this, the world is being pushed into chaos by intricate social engineering. It is no coincidence. It is not random. Self-preservation for evil people means the destruction of others. Why are people who look like me so hated, disenfranchised, and mistreated in every way? Perhaps that’s a question for a heavier book, one with more chapters, slightly different than this. Life has a way of writing the story for us if we don’t purposely contribute to every page of our lives.

There is a war between groups that has been stoked in the beautiful pastures of Tennessee and in every part of the United States of America. Despite my sheltered view of what life was like when I was a child, I and many generations of my family have been born into a land of evil and violence. This is part of the American journey.

No matter who the presidents, senators, representatives, parliamentarians, monarchs, or dictators are, no matter who is in power at whatever time and in whatever part of the world, the people in my family vote for God in heaven as king. This is how the generations of my family have survived. My prayers are the daily casting of a vote to give God room to establish and enforce grace for me. I have never cared about being superior to anyone else. I know that God has breathed life into me.

When I look at pictures of my ancestors, I see God in us. I know that to some this sounds arrogant, but in the picture of my great-grandfather, he stood there with his wife and all his children before most of them died. He looked very calm and blessed. You could see the grace and strength in his face. Then I saw pictures of my grandfather, tall and strong. Then my father and his brothers. I am here, strong and able, and then there is my incredible son. There are families all over the world that are like this.

I am not God, but what I am saying is that I see God in us. God is in me. God who creates also inhabits, especially if invited to reside. It is peculiar that men, women, and children were enslaved, mistreated, and tortured to come and work for free in the United States of America, but the peculiar can be unraveled.






The Prison Letters of Dorian Robertson Are Missing
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We have lived lives of quiet desperation,

Locked in a prison house

Of Loneliness

[…]

Deliberately

choosing emptiness

To avoid vulnerability to pain

We sought to anesthetize our emotions

So that we could feel neither love nor hate

[…]

We were closed away

In a shell of our own making.

Neither the sunshine nor the sunset

Could fill us with awe


—JARAMOGI ABEBE AGYEMAN, “TRANSFORMATION” (1984)



A smooth young minister flanked by several men entered the sanctuary. He was late. He was surrounded by deacons acting as personal guards. The preacher strolled slowly and looked like a brawny descendant of Prince, similarly short and light. I wasn’t surprised to learn that he had accepted his calling early, as a child preacher. Those of us in the sanctuary pressed our faces against the glass of the preacher’s aloofness.

I did not know, coming in, that this was a revival. I sat with my high school girlfriend and her mother at the far end of a pew. When my girlfriend’s mother invited me to join them this evening, I had agreed to go out of a desire to charm her daughter. I knew early in our relationship that I was falling out of the faith as she grew confidently within it. She held piety and worldly participation in enviable balance, singing in choir, attending dances. The holiness of some people is such that the things they touch become holy as well. I hoped that the example of her devotion would refresh my memories of the god my grandparents loved, bringing me back onto that same consecrated ground.

The timbre of the young preacher’s voice was surprising. He spoke as though plucking each consonant from a garden. I don’t remember the content of his message or how long it took him to lead us to the brink. The weary stood and those who were still started to tremble. Hands lifted in surrender. Heads bowed. I realized then that I had made no effort to understand where I was. I didn’t even know the name of this church, and now I was trapped. This preacher was going to crack us open. He growled and most people were on their feet. He told us to ignore our neighbors as we came right before God. We were to shut out the shouts and hollers and survey ourselves.

“Only you and the Lord know what needs addressing.”

I did not expect to catch the same spirit as everyone else because I thought I had recently expelled it. I was flirting with the word agnostic because of situations like the one unfolding in this sanctuary. I was too pliable to claim atheism. I thought of my father as the preacher spoke. All he could do from prison was write. I had been letting his mother, my granny, take the calls from his various prisons in the years before she and Papa left Michigan to return South. They were in Tennessee again. Somehow, the letters my father had mailed me over the preceding decade, dozens of pages, were gone. I hadn’t intentionally discarded them. But they were never securely stored. If they were in a box, I wouldn’t have known how they ended up there. It was as though I had gathered the letters, gone outside to read them on a windy day, and set them down before going back inside and locking the door.

My girlfriend’s mother accepted the preacher’s invitation to the chancel rail by the altar. I didn’t follow. It would put me too close to the preacher’s gaze. The hands of other confessors would reach out to me if I went. Would they recognize a backslider? I had nowhere to go. My girlfriend stayed beside me. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking. I wondered why her mother went up and why she remained behind. I didn’t want her feeling obliged to keep me company. The pastor continued pushing us. Amen. Amen! A woman ran up and down one of the aisles and dropped like dead weight in the arms of sweating men who I assumed were deacons.

The preacher’s bearing was steady. I could no longer keep myself separate from the theater. My choices were to either watch my co-stars dumbly from the wings or review my lines and enter the spirited swell. The revival’s clamor masked its private nature. The preacher insisted that only God and I were in the room. Don’t mind anybody else. Let them worry about themselves. I obeyed. I thought of my father’s long days. In his cell, he held on to the faith that I denied. My face warped. My girlfriend saw me crying and pulled me to her. I was the wrong person to be in this church. I didn’t want these people to think I belonged with them anymore, though they were paying me no mind. My father should have been the one in this pew. I couldn’t keep whatever vows I was here to renew.



I had known the smells of churches as a child—sweet and nauseating potpourri, colognes and perfumes, and Wednesday night Bible study chalkboards. Some of my past churches had names that sounded like flowers: Bethany, Elim, Merriman. A thousand mothers and fathers raised me. I grew under the shade of women’s flower-studded derbies. I knew how light fell through tall windows onto the pews depending on the time of day.

Before I was born, my young mother—unmarried and under her parents’ roof—submitted to the Lord’s plan. She would have me. I would be a test and proof of my mother’s faith, and a channel for her affections. In winter 1994, I brought our household to seven—my mother, her three siblings, their parents, and me. Though in theory I was the product of extramarital sin, I became a gift to the family in the flesh. My mother never took the Robertson name. The Staples family lived in a suburb of Detroit. The township of Canton, where we were, was not named after the cantons of Switzerland as its tremendous wealth and mostly white population would have suggested, but after the port city of Canton in China.

It didn’t occur to me until I was older why my mother’s father, James, moved his family so far from the city where Granny and Papa lived. The farther James’s children were from young men like my father, the better. After serving as a medic at a naval hospital in Oki nawa during the Vietnam War, James had done well as an electrical engineer for a spark plug company. He had once imagined that he would live a life like so many other black workers in Detroit: devoting one’s career to cars for forty years only to drive a decent one. Instead, ten years after leaving the spark plug company, he would retire from a job where he created parts for DOD missile silos. He would drive not one nice Camaro, but two. Our home in Canton had a second-story foyer window that flaunted openness and chandelier light like the other houses in the Meadow Villages neighborhood. Rolling, fenceless backyards flowed into one another. There were no palisades or thuja trees to obstruct one neighbor’s view of another. The residents of Meadow Villages loved to show what little need they had for fences.



When I was six, my mother met the man who became my stepfather. I was the only witness at their courthouse wedding. In the beginning, he was gentle. He turned pancakes for me until the edges were crisp. We raced, and although he had once played football, I won on my own merits or else he let me win. He was a bulky Yale man and a spiritual seer, a Christian. Because he was legally blind, he would enhance biblical scriptures under the scope of a low-vision Merlin magnifier to read. His readings would slowly reveal to him truths about my mother, my absent father, and myself that he said we ourselves could not see. Quiet spirits told him when I was being deceitful and when my mother was being steered by demonic influence.

I didn’t know how to respond to his about-face, or the fluctuations in his behavior. I tried calling him Dad. He said to call him Sir. I didn’t know what motivated him when he began to say that I was idiotic scum, that I was nothing. When Sir gave names to two of his leather belts, Betsy and Eagle, perhaps he had decided to beat nothing until it became something again. I was made to read from the Bible before our sessions in the master bedroom. A fan blew weakly as his belts struck my limbs.

The verses I read were from Proverbs.

13:24: “He that spareth his rod hateth his son: But he that loveth him chasteneth him betimes.”

Or 23:13–14: “Withhold not correction from the child: for if thou beatest him with the rod, he shall not die. Thou shalt beat him with the rod, and shalt deliver his soul from hell.”

The lashings were unpredictable. Only Sir knew his reasons. What I thought to be my complete stillness in Sir’s presence, he saw as disrespectful “gesturing”—an insolent flicker of my thumb, the rolling of an eye, a turn of the head too quick for his liking. I reviewed my actions constantly after the beatings and began corseting my movements. I don’t remember many details about that time. I recall that being forced to remain in my room from sunrise to sunset some days made me silent and reflective. My carpeted bedroom was not an attic chamber, at least. There was direct, tantalizing sunlight. According to the unreliable schedule that Sir set, my door would open and my mother, with a torn face, would hand me a white saucer with two pieces of white bread, a slice of American cheese, and a smear of Miracle Whip.

I could rarely tell what my mother was thinking during that time. Because of the love I felt from her in the years before her marriage, and in the years since, that period exists as an anomaly to me. My mother should have helped me, and someone should have helped her. There was a monstrosity in our lives and neither of us could name it. My mother felt unable to throw me a lifebuoy very far because Sir would hear when it splashed in the water. He would watch Smallville in his living room recliner as my mother tended to the baby, my sister.

At ten years old, I meditated using Our Daily Bread, a devotional booklet with scriptures and short messages for every day of the year. The lessons come up blank for me now. I know there were many words. The words interrupted the blankness of walls. I was never more of a believer than when I was in that solitary state. Piety saved me from boredom. Reading was an excellent hobby because of the minimal movement it required. Only a quick flip of the page. I had epiphanies. I cannot say where I went but the skies were cloudless and the seas were calm. Sometimes I didn’t want the door to open.



I started to believe that severance from others was a precondition for self-reliance. I accepted that I was a parentless child. Sisterless, too, as Sir would tell me when I returned from Promise Land the summer my sibling was born, in 2003. Sir showed me a picture someone had taken of the three of them at the hospital.

“You weren’t there,” he said.

He was not accusing me. He was cutting me out. I was not present. The boy who returned to Sir’s house from Promise Land every summer was some kind of ghost that he had to exorcise again and again. I had no proof at the time, but I’ve learned since that both sides of my family were discussing my situation as though it were a distant war. People were all around me, but they were unhelpful shadows. In what Albert Cleage might have called my “prison house of loneliness,” I began to feel a new kind of ambition. I wanted to test the perfectibility of man, of myself. Christ was perfect despite his suffering, I knew. And if the purpose of Christian life was to emulate the messiah, my own cuts and bruises must have been trying to tell me something.

I felt that I understood what my faith wanted from me, which was to look for mountaintops from within a lightless valley. So many people in my life had described beautiful images and a satisfying arc when speaking of the search for the Promised Land. As the first grandson of James and Heidi Staples, I was destined to be a young man firm in the faith, an ambassador of Christ. Material things would not matter to me, but I would attain an education that attained comfort. I could excel at silence and formality as well as my family had.

At church, Sir had become a well-regarded deacon who was complimented for his stepson’s public confession of faith. I sputtered after the shock of my baptism at ten years old and was pleased by the applause. Darkly, I could see one thing: the parishioners did not know wheat from chaff. The piety of this man they admired was false. Or his was just a personal god, and we could all choose to worship different things.



When my mother told me she was leaving Sir after four years, I closed my eyes. The promise of renewal washed over me. As the movers carried our furniture out of Sir’s apartment, he closed my bedroom door, lifted me by the front of my shirt, and held me against the wall. I thought he might punch me. He said that I was a jackass. Not long after, my mother began visiting Sir’s new home to see my sister. For some reason that I didn’t understand, he had retained custody. Because I was young and my mother decided I should not be left alone at home, I sometimes accompanied her to the house, staying in the car. I chose to remain there with my seat belt on, ready for my mother to return. Sometimes I watched the sunset and fell asleep. Was my mother gone so long in that house to savor the time with my sister, or had she not fully left the orbit of Sir’s manipulation? I wanted her to come back.

Sir came out one day. He woke me in the car to inform me that my father was in prison. He said this was to be expected. It was the first time I’d heard the news. I hadn’t seen my father much during those years, and my mother had only recently learned he’d been incarcerated for more than a year at that point. I wished I hadn’t heard it from Sir. When my mother and I drove away, I wept for what must have been many things. The final disappearance of a man whose laugh and smile I liked but only faintly knew; what seemed like another betrayal by my mother, even in our freedom; whatever pain and illness had caused Sir to gloat at a child’s loss; and the relief that we were finally going home.



My father and I exchanged letters and phone calls once I was free. I was happy to receive his manila envelopes and hear the robotic voice of a woman on the prison’s automated message system. I took the calls from Granny and Papa’s kitchen, after they had finished talking to him. My father and I coasted on the surface of things. There was no point getting him upset about what I’d experienced. He couldn’t do anything about it. I worried that if he found out, he would sabotage himself whenever he was released by hurting Sir and going right back in.

My father rarely spoke about his life in prison. It was easier to discuss things like films I had seen. Enough time was passing that I could tell my father about a movie and its sequel. He kept telling me how he should have courted my mother the right way. I was proud to hear how much he was reading. He enjoyed learning about business and the law. One of his favorite books was the eighth edition of Black’s Law Dictionary.

I didn’t know how to ask at the time what he had done to go to prison. I had learned that it was easy for people, even those who loved me, to close a door in my face and say, “that is none of your business” or “why do you care so much about my past?” The partitions on both sides of my family only came down so much. The first time my father told me what he did, he shaded the truth with a lie. He said there was a mix-up after an armed robbery attempt and the police took him in because he looked like the culprit. I thought it sounded farcical, but I accepted it.

My occasional correspondence with my father felt less real than my mother’s daily attendance to the architecture of our lives, and therefore more notable, much grander, and full of some potential epic sweep. I leaned into the pleasures of something intangible—not Dorian himself, but a kind of fantastical relationship that hovered between dream and reality. Separation took many forms and my father’s imprisonment was only the most blatant. The courts were keeping him in longer than he expected, he said. My grandparents and I sometimes drove a couple of hours through Michigan farmland to see him. I took off my socks and emptied my pockets for the security check. My father smiled and always looked good in his blue-and-orange jumpsuit because he played ball and lifted weights. I ate plasticky cheeseburgers from the vending machine and watched the other men and the people who had come to see them. Mostly women.

I have forgotten our visiting room conversations. I mostly remember how my father would lead us in prayer before we left, the tightness of his grip for the last hug, and the tackily painted wall scenes against which another prisoner photographed us. The backdrops embarrassed me. One showed the bright greens of a woodland, mystical fauna, and a path pushing deeper into a pastel wonderland. I felt like we were clowns standing in front of tree branches that didn’t bend and leaves that didn’t wilt. Did the artist think we would find the crumpled Kodak picture years later and have difficulty remembering where we were when we took it?

My father frequently changed prisons. I thought this meant he was closer to release, which I suppose was true. I lost count of his transfers. He was once in Jackson State, which had been known as Southern Michigan Prison when Glanton Dowdell was there. One artist my father met inside sketched a portrait based on an elegant studio photo of Granny and Papa. It hung in Granny’s living room for years when she first moved to Ohio after Papa died. For a long time, it was the only prison art I was thankful for.



In 2013, two years after Granny and Papa left Detroit once my grandfather got bone cancer, I was a first-year college student. One of my uncles, who was like a brother to Dorian, called me and said, “I have someone who would like to speak with you.”

By then, I had stopped responding to my father’s letters until they tapered off completely. Time and distance away from him bred apathy. My father and I had not built our love on a broad foundation. As I grew, it became harder to see the groundwork at all. I was becoming aware of the ways my life had been framed for me, in contradistinction to Detroit and its people, who everyone said was suffering. Detroit was a place where I would not need to stay for long. My mother and I moved into my grandparents’ old house on Steel Street, where they had lived for more than forty years. I left for Princeton within two months of Detroit’s declaration of bankruptcy.

The sound of my father’s voice on the line frightened me. I was afraid for him. I didn’t think I was the person he thought I was. I didn’t know what I would be able to give him, and I was afraid of what he might ask. We had come to know each other remotely, as trifold pieces of paper and disembodied voices. Even in the years since his release, he has been something that mostly happens over the phone. We were stuck in a rut for many years. He made repeated requests for forgiveness. I could think of nothing to forgive him for. He hadn’t harmed me, but he equated his absence with injury.

I could see then why one of my girlfriends in high school had kept encouraging me to read “Sonny’s Blues,” a story by James Baldwin. She was surprised to learn I’d never heard of him. I thought he was white like everyone else I’d been reading, another Jack London or Ernest Hemingway. Sonny, the narrator’s brother, gets arrested for selling dope. When he goes to prison, the narrator confesses, “I didn’t write Sonny or send him anything for a long time.” Sonny writes his brother a letter that makes him “feel like a bastard,” saying things like You don’t know how much I needed to hear from you.

Sonny and his brother had seven years between them. That age gap, “like a chasm,” was different from the time separating my father and me. I did feel older than him, though, in a way. I puzzled over his desire to become a motivational speaker for young black men, just as Sonny’s brother doubted that he could become a jazz pianist like he wanted. It wasn’t easy for us to let those who served their time get out of prison.



In one of his new letters to me, my father describes prison as a half circle that did not fully close around him, leaving openings for the new. His freedom brought with it a frightening set of questions, and the neat parable of a man redeemed, which had once sounded so essential, became nothing more than a partial outline of what was to come. He began asking himself if there was anything after freedom, or if freedom was a short road that ended in a cliff. Would it be spoiled by his fear that he might not know what to do with it?

Dorian wanted repair. He wanted to unwind time and imagine a new world in which he and I lived in the same state, he had a relationship with his daughter, and his two children worked together to understand the conditions that shaped them. He wanted his son to write a memoir about his travels. He wanted to court my mother the right way, marry her, and give her the five children she had asked for. Hearing any mention of my parents’ early dreams excited me. What else had my mother and father wanted? He had hoped to live with family in Tennessee. She had wanted to become an elementary school teacher. The earliest picture I’ve seen of the three of us, buried in a box in my mother’s basement, was taken in front of a statue of a French explorer in Detroit. My father was eighteen, my mother was nineteen, and I was a few months away. I was happy looking at the photo, not because I could have imagined them together one day but because, at that time, where they stood was the only place they wanted to be.

After taking care of Granny in Columbus, Ohio, and spending some years among other relatives there, my father moved with his girlfriend, a former high school classmate, to Texas in 2018. He had space there and a home of his own. He found his footing in work that finally felt stable. He proposed after a couple of years and she said yes. Instead of going back to a traditional church, my father began listening to speakers on YouTube. The internet came with none of the social pressures of being unknown in an unfamiliar place. The apocalyptic preaching and news my father watched described brutalities against blacks that he knew were plausible. He had an intimate awareness of other people’s cruelty—like that of the prison guards who had denied him access to diabetes medicine and put him in solitary confinement.
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Dorian did his own research so that he could share with others esoteric truths about a broken, depraved world. He listened to people talk about fascism, white supremacy in American Christianity, and the need for preparedness in case of a government-sponsored extermination plot against black people. “What if we are living in a scripted existence?” my father asked. “What if the things that are going on—with financial difficulties, hardships, loss of jobs, coronavirus—what if all of this is a plan?” In 2020, mainstream news stations and right-wing conspiracy channels on YouTube started to find common talking points, it seemed, fretting about the unraveling of American democracy. “We are at war,” my father texted me. “The offense is crafty, lethal, hidden in sanctioned authority by the wicked.”

I had a passport, my father reminded me, a way to flee if it became necessary. He was careful to distinguish the alarmism of others from his own pragmatic desire to take credible threats seriously. “Many people who are capable have left North America,” he wrote. “If you ever leave I’d be interested in looking at alternatives.”

Was it paranoia or wisdom that planted the idea in my father’s mind that a race war was the probable end point of American society, patiently waiting for the right moment to break out? On the other side of any belief that better days were coming for black people and that white domination would cease, there was the expectation that whites who were losing power would put down the slaves to keep it. My father wanted to be prepared for any possibility, those most desired and those most feared. To conjure a vision of New Jerusalem, he had to also conjure the demons capable of setting it on fire.



In 2020, my father introduced me to the videotaped sermons of Stephen Darby. Three years earlier, Darby, a husky, mutton-chopped Kentucky preacher, collapsed and died at the site of a Christian village retreat he was planning. Darby was never a big televangelist. He had maintained a small congregation that knew how to livestream. In the last years of his life, Darby endorsed popular lies about crisis actors participating in the Pulse nightclub and Sandy Hook Elementary shootings. He believed 9/11 was a hoax. He was an unabashed antisemite, a fact that my father demurely chastised. He conceded that Darby wasn’t right about everything and could, at times, be a little extreme.

The pastor also spoke of the Last Days and the time of Noah. “The people were not aware of the impending doom of the flood until the day it started to rain,” Darby said in one message. Dangers were everywhere. They included the lead contaminants in Flint’s water, the expansion of cashless transactions (“a digital New World Order”), hy perinflation, and the inciters who would bring about a third world war, in which China and Russia clashed with the United States.

The Christianity that white people loved would do black people no good in the end times. “The problem is the Bible was not written by white people or for white people,” Darby said. “Paul and them was black, everybody was black. The Bible is a book about a black people.” The Book of Revelation said that the coming messiah would have white woolen hair, eyes as red as fire, a voice like rushing waters, and feet like fine, burned brass. He would be an earth-toned black man. “What’s going to happen when the black Christ show up?” Darby asked. “I know that’s hard for some of y’all to believe.”

My father thought of Stephen Darby when I asked him to tell me about his vision of utopia. He pointed me to one of his most-watched sermons, on a place called Negroland. Darby spoke of a region that cartographers had charted at the end of the eighteenth century. The mapmaker Emanuel Bowen was believed to have been in London when he drafted A new & accurate map of Negroland and the adjacent countries (1771). Some said it was a region inhabited by more than 30 million blacks. Ancient geographers knew it by different names—Sudan, Ethiopia, Nigeria, Nigrita, Tekrour, Genewah. The Land of the Blacks stretched from the Atlantic to the southern portion of the Red Sea, bordered to the north by the Sahara Desert and the Berber states.

“I gotta mess with y’all slave Negro theology,” Darby said. “I gotta destroy that Negro theology. [The black Christ is] coming for a people … They erased you. That’s why you don’t know Negroland … If they didn’t erase [you], you would know Negroland is a place … These maps have been erased from history because this is how they hid who you are, who we are, and they cut our history off.” Without a coherent history, Darby said, there was no coherent map for the future. Using small fragments of truth and many dangerous lies, Darby urged my father and others in his own enlightened black nation to realize that truth was a collage of competing perspectives.



The assumption undergirding the beliefs of many black utopian movements is that false information about the nature of black people’s humanity has been passed down for centuries to obscure our views of ourselves. Because reality has been distorted by the lie of black inferiority, some utopians have insisted that there are hidden stores of knowledge available to those who know where to look. The forces of hatred and alienation have made many black people into gnostics and mystics, those who declare that they have access to fundamental truths that others cannot see.

My father said that Darby was not a Hebrew Israelite. But like the Black Hebrew Israelites, Darby did boast of the chosenness of black people. Many contemporary Black Hebrew Israelite groups claim that they are descended from one of Israel’s twelve lost tribes and are the “true” Jews, destined to find the Promised Land. Black Christian Nationalists, too, identified as God’s special elect. They did not claim that they were Jewish people but rather that they best fulfilled the symbolic, liberatory promise of Israel—a small nation that would triumph over those it perceived as oppressors.

Those black utopians who did not say they were God’s chosen people found other ways to assert their distinctiveness. Some devotees of the Nation of Islam believed themselves to be descendants of the original “Asiatic” black man who was the father of all civilizations and the first to walk the earth. Members of an offshoot of the NOI that was founded in 1964, known as the Five Percenters, believed that only a small number of people understood the truth that black men were synonymous with divinity, that they were themselves gods.

I have always distinguished my father’s declaration about God being within every member of our family from the more insidious suggestion that we were gods. I am not God, he wrote, but what I am saying is that I see God in us. God is in me. It means that although we may not be able to control every aspect of our lives, we do have the ability to choose the names we are called by—the lenses through which we see ourselves.

My father answered Darby’s call to emulate Daniel, the Jewish noble taken captive by King Nebuchadnezzar. An angel came to Daniel with news of an impending war. He was the only one who could see the vision of what terrible things were coming. He fell on his knees and the angel restored him, saying, Be strong! Be strong! The angel would show Daniel “what is inscribed in the true writings.” Knowledge of oneself was a precondition for finding Negroland, and it was hard to know oneself in isolation. Able to breathe fresh air again, my father stretched his hand out for me to take it.

“I do hate that the world is a place of conflict and war,” he texted me. “I hope that we overcome in the most apparent and triumphant way … Be at peace. Life does get better. I love you.”






An Armful of Beautiful Roses
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Early in the pandemic, Rose Waldon told me stories about her modeling dreams. She went to the Shrine a few more times after the unveiling of the Black Madonna, but her heart was soon thereafter set on show business as requests from talent agents came in. The interest overwhelmed her. Now the mother of two—her second son was born in 1966—dreamed of New York City. The Black Madonna appeared in the pages of papers around the country and on the backs of postcards. Rose herself appeared in a 1970 special issue of Ebony about the rise of the black model. Her headshot in the magazine, alongside those of supermodels such as Madelyn Sanders and Donyale Luna, was the closest she would ever get to those fashion royals.

Hudson’s department store in Detroit put Rose in her first print ads as a model for clothes and shoes. She found herself in a world of trade and fashion shows that took her between Detroit and New York City. Rose loved it. She narrated auto show recordings and posed beside cars on revolving stands. She appeared in health insurance documentaries and industrial films, showed off shoes, and crowned herself with Frank Olive and Mr. John hats. She modeled for stores like Henri Bendel, Jacobson’s, and Winkelman’s. The owner of the King’s Row banquet and jazz lounge in Detroit invited her to emcee for artists such as Grant Green, Grover Washington, Jr., Natalie Cole, Billy Paul, and Esther Phillips.

It was almost unanimously agreed that Rose’s features were remarkable. They were “so classic her face looks like a fine piece of sculpture suddenly come to life,” a reporter wrote for the Detroit Free Press in 1969. “And if you are standing next to her when the shutter clicks, she will fade you right out of the picture. Those swept back cheekbones covered by that rich matt chocolate skin, the haughty chiseled nose softened by great moon-calf eyes, produce an effect extraordinarily vivid … She’ll knock ’em dead when she has learned to make her body a boneless backdrop, to flow from one movement into another instead of striking poses.”

In the early 1970s, Rose played bit parts in blaxploitation films such as Cotton Comes to Harlem and Detroit 9000. She was mugged the night before the New York City promotional tour for Cotton began, and she left the city to return to Detroit. She would try New York City once more, ten years later, striking out on her own, working as a cocktail waitress and struggling to find modeling gigs. She lodged for her first five years in the city at the Longacre Hotel on West Forty-seventh Street, near Times Square. Like the more famous Barbizon “Dollhouse” on Lexington Avenue, the Longacre was known as a ho tel for women. Visiting men were supposed to wait in the lobby until called for (though Rose and her friends found ways to sneak some of the more handsome ones in). For Rose, the Longacre was no settlement house, just a resting place for a woman in an unfamiliar city that had not been especially kind to her.

“When I went to places [for auditions],” Rose said, “they would tell me my derrière was too heavy. ‘Lose some more [weight] and come back.’ Oh boy, what a disappointment that was.”

When Rose’s older sister visited her from California for her birthday in the late 1980s, by which point she was living in Brooklyn, she made sure not to leave the city without Rose. The sisters left for Los Angeles, where Rose worked “a beautiful gig” for almost a year as a food service worker at the UCLA hospital, feeding seniors and children. Afterward, she clerked for various temp agencies. “I’m not good at anything,” she told me. “Typing in high school? I was terrible!”

It was enough of a blessing for Rose to live with her sister close to the water. “I went on a pretty beach with my sister, with pretty white sand … A thing that looked like a shower was on it. And I said, ‘Oh, you can wash the sand. I’ve never seen anything like this.’” In 1997, when her aunt in Detroit became ill with cancer, Rose moved her back to Memphis where she wanted to die. Then Rose returned to Detroit. Although she was baptized at a now-defunct church, she did not find a new spiritual home. As always, she spoke to God as she kept private devotionals. With two sons, a daughter, and a granddaughter who had received a scholarship to study biomedical sciences, Rose had everything she needed.



Rose kept the portfolio from her modeling days and let me flip through it one afternoon on her couch in Detroit, telling me stories of how aw ful it was to work with the Ugandan model Princess Elizabeth of Toro on the set of Cotton Comes to Harlem—Rose found her rude and entitled—and showing me some of the love poetry she had been writing for years. One of her sons visited often, but she lived alone. She and her ailing ex-husband had divorced many years ago. A painting of Rose that Glanton Dowdell had made for her during their short time working together hung prominently on one of her foyer walls.

It was hard to determine where most of Glanton’s surviving paintings were in the world. His family had some, as did a black art collector in Philadelphia, and there were probably more in private collections throughout Sweden. In this one, Rose is pensive and looks almost downcast. Dressed in a colorful blouse, she turns slightly away from our gaze and fixates on something we can’t see. Her skin is almost as dark as the pupilless eyes Glanton had also given the Madonna. It is a beautiful but not joyous image. Rose adored it.
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She remembered those early, busy years in Detroit, in 1969, when she met the television producer Tony Brown, a friend of Rev. Cleage’s and host of the popular interview program Black Journal. Brown ran a finishing school next door to Rose’s hair salon. “He points to me to come to him,” Rose said. “I said, Now what does he want? I’m getting my hair done. I got things to do.”

“I go up on the porch and he says, ‘Well, I’m having a beauty contest with such and such, and the Most Promising Model is the title. You’ll go to the schools, get some albums and a wardrobe.”

“I said, ‘How much are the tickets? Tell me more.’”

“He says, ‘Five dollars a ticket.’”

“I said, ‘Oh, that’s not bad at all.’ And he says, ‘You have to sell at least twenty…’ Oh man, I could sell those like hotcakes. And sure enough, I went back to family and friends, and they all bought the tickets. The time comes. Man, there are forty-nine—I’m excluding myself—gorgeous women. I said, ‘Well, I’m going home.’ Are you kidding me? All of these gorgeous girls? Get out. No way. Sure enough, as time progresses, they call the fifth runner-up. I’m up there still and my legs are shaking like you wouldn’t believe. Oh, I’m trembling … We’re all holding hands. Okay, it comes down to the fourth. I said, ‘Well, I’m still here.’ The third. I just knew that was gonna—you know, they’ll get me now. That passed me up. And it came down to the winner and aww, I bawled like a baby. I did some crying. The flashing, the photographers all going crazy. Tony’s right there beside me and I’ve got an armful of beautiful roses and the crown. And I said, ‘Oh my God, I’m in seventh heaven! Somebody pinch me, please!’ I think I cried all the way home. I couldn’t believe it. Me?”






A Place Flowing with Milk and Honey
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In John Bunyan’s seventeenth-century allegory Pilgrim’s Progress, an abridged, illustrated version of which I read as a child, the land of Beulah lies on the rim of the Celestial City, separated from it by the River of Death. The pilgrim, Christian (who I loved for the funny, cumbersome boulder strapped to his back), sees in a dream near the end of his life “the country of Beulah, whose air was very sweet and pleasant,” where all faithful travelers “solaced themselves … for a season” and “heard continually the singing of birds, and saw every day the flowers appear in the earth.” The sun shone continuously in Bunyan’s fable. Doubt, despair, and the Valley of the Shadow of Death were conquered. The holy city was just over there. Beulah Land’s name comes from Isaiah 62:4. It is the land in which the exiled Israelites and Christ shall be married, the place to which they will return.



In Abbeville County, South Carolina, a dirt road called Divine Lane juts off Highway 81. It snips through a curving, tree-lined tunnel that opens onto flat green. At the end of this half-mile path is the Jahi House. For four days in spring 2022, I stayed in this one-story, white-frame cottage. I was told that the Jahi House would be used for lodging when Shrine kids went there for the Alkebu-lan Academy summer camp a couple months later.

There were interruptions in the flat verdure of Beulah Land, wide fields dotted with clumped sedges. Small patches in the tufted grass had turned sallow. Trees to the north, in the direction of Lake Russell, were dark smudges against the sky. When I arrived, birdsong filled the air like chimes. I had called ahead from New York. Andrew Seegars, the Shrine bishop who managed the church’s affairs in South Carolina, joked on the phone that he wouldn’t be coming to rescue me if I encountered a black bear or boar mother on my own. There were plenty of curious coyotes around Beulah Land, too. The bishop was a city boy like me. His friends called him “JB,” short for Judas Maccabeus, the Jewish priest who led the Maccabean revolt against Greek incursion. JB pulled up where I first stopped in front of the red-brick entryway that read Beulah Land Farms, a few hundred feet from Divine Lane.

“We’re going to go across the street.”

JB lived with his wife and daughter just up the way on Seegars Road, which took the family’s surname. They were among the last Black Christian Nationalists who still lived on Beulah Land. I was advised to stick to paved trails or stay in my car if I didn’t know the country. Beyond range of the utility pole light outside the Jahi House, the nights stayed black.

“We want you to have a nice stay,” JB said. He was a big guy who had played football in school, once taught martial arts, and had been carrying a Bowie knife shoulder holster since he was a young man. His large, still eyes gave him the appearance of a patient bouncer. JB’s administrative competence and reputation as a trusted confidant in the Shrine was a greater source of pride for him than his renown as an enforcer. In Detroit, he was in a friend group with other future Maccabees like Kimathi Nelson, boys who lived near one another and found their way to the Shrine in the early 1970s. Even back then, Jomo Ribbron, the food chemist who mentored this group of boys and led JB to the church, had spoken about the potential of an operation like the Beulah Land farm.

Within the Jahi House were stately wooden desks and a massive stone hearth. There were housewarming decals, as well as decorative floor vases filled with bamboo. Unpacked boxes betrayed a state of transition. Retro furniture shared space with upholstered chairs and table lamps that seemed to be from an earlier period. I browsed in the quiet. The house was less ghostly than I had imagined it would be. On one table, and then on a bookshelf, and in half-opened boxes in a library room, I found many books on the French Revolution. Some of the books in the Jahi House were too recent to have belonged to Cleage, but many were his.

The library in the Jahi House contained resources for living, vital practices. It offered a partial reading list for a potential student of black utopianism. The works were linked but did not always build on one another in obvious ways. It was possible to trace patterns, which I attempted to do:

How do the masses destroy the old world that created gods and kings? (see works on the French Revolution)

Is a revolution to destroy the old world order of slavery possible? (John Brown, W. E. B. Du Bois)

If a white messiah failed, was it still possible? (Citizen Toussaint, Ralph Korngold)

What is the brutish world order that the modern masses want to overturn? (The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism, Daniel Bell)

What does the new world look like in its most desirable form? (Pan-Africanism or Communism?, George Padmore)

How are the spiritual masses who embrace Pan-Africanism to think about a utopian like Karl Marx? (Communism and Christianism, Bishop William Montgomery Brown)

What is a church that models itself according to the principles of biblical communism? (The Underground Church, ed. Malcolm Boyd)

Who leads the underground church? (Small Groups: Some Sociological Perspectives, Clovis R. Shepherd)

If this alternative church is indeed worth saving, what must be done to ensure the health of its members? (Reality Therapy: A New Approach to Psychiatry, William Glasser; Meditation: A Practical Study, Adelaide Gardner; Prevention: The Magazine for Better Health)

What is the greatest threat to the small groups that will transform our known, scripted world? (The Culturally Deprived Child, Frank Riessman)

How does one ensure that the black child is protected? (Women in the Kibbutz, Lionel Tiger and Joseph Shepher)

And if women are not content merely to produce the guarantors of the future? (When God Was a Woman, Merlin Stone)

Wouldn’t declaring the blackness of God undo the world of the old kings, showing that we have misunderstood the foundations of all reality? (The Consciousness of the Atom, Alice Bailey)

Can we decide where to begin the world anew? In the lowest places? In the South Carolinian cradle of the Confederacy? In Detroit “Murder City”? (The Death and Life of Great American Cities, Jane Jacobs)



Beulah Land is a ranch that has mostly been dormant since the Great Recession halted many of its operations. It measures just short of four thousand acres. Central Park could fit within its boundaries nearly five times over. Beulah Land’s manager at the time of my visit, a Georgia-born farmer in his thirties named Ryan Pressley, believed that of the 28,700 farms in the United States owned by blacks (compared to the nearly 2 million owned by whites), the Shrine likely owned one of the largest. It dwarfed the better-known Clemmons Family Farm in Vermont, the Soul Fire Farm in Petersburgh, New York, and the Taylor-Stevenson century ranch in Houston. But if Beulah Land is one of the biggest rural tracts that African Americans own in the United States, it is also one of the most unproductive.

For a farm of its size and type—black-owned land that was acquired by outspoken participants in the twentieth century’s black freedom movements—Beulah Land may have had only a handful of rivals. In the late 1960s, the Nation of Islam maintained several farms throughout the South collectively known as the Salaam Agricultural System. The organization owned more than 13,000 acres in total across Georgia and Alabama, though it eventually paused its agricultural endeavors for decades, until the 1990s, when it purchased a 1,600-acre plot in southwest Georgia. It was named Muhammad Farms. Muhammad Farms was supposed to provide dignified work, healthy food, affordable housing, and a place of retreat for black people. Though it did produce meats and vegetables that were distributed through some of the NOI’s urban supermarkets and restaurants, the farm never flourished and much of its land was eventually sold.

In 1968, a former SNCC organizer and land reformer in Georgia named Charles Sherrod visited some of Israel’s Jewish farming communities. He believed that the model of the moshav ovdim was more likely to be adopted by black American farmers than the kibbutz. The moshav was a cooperative settlement in which Jewish families pooled their resources to buy farm equipment and finance other large-scale projects. Unlike the kibbutz, whose tenants shared all property in common and distributed their income equally, families in moshavim kept private property, like leaseholds, and raised their own children.

Charles and his wife, Shirley, wanted to provide land and work opportunities for destitute black sharecroppers. In 1970, using the moshav as a model, the Sherrods helped establish the 5,700-acre Featherfield Farm in Georgia. Although the farm’s founders planned to practice agriculture and build villages that would enable recreation, education, and more for hundreds of families, financing problems killed it. The nonprofit that supported the farm, New Communities, Inc., had gone into debt to make the initial purchase. Unless it could get access to federal subsidies, the farm’s chances of survival were slim. Georgia’s racist governor, Lester Maddox, blocked the government’s attempts to fund the Sherrods’ planned villages. By 1985, lacking the loans they needed to install infrastructure and pay off their debt, and after three years of drought, New Communities organizers lost their land and buildings.

Another black-led experimental community in the South, Soul City in Warren County, North Carolina, suffered a similar fate as New Communities. Conceived in 1969 by Jaramogi’s friend Floyd McKissick, Jr., Soul City was meant to be an integrated community with tens of thousands of residents that primarily gave poor and unemployed black people avenues to economic prosperity. Its rural location—which included land that had once been worked by enslaved people—was motivated partly by McKissick’s belief that by ameliorating black poverty in the countryside, which many people left to find jobs in the North, new planned communities could help stave off the crisis of black poverty in the cities. McKissick envisioned a town organized on egalitarian principles and replete with housing, shopping centers, churches and schools, factories and hospitals, hotels, parks, and even light rail and an airport. For the next ten years, as McKissick tried wrangling financial support from slow-moving federal government agencies and risk-averse corporations, national media coverage of Soul City was extensive. Although Soul City barely had any infrastructure built, some hailed it as a forward-looking plan for a black paradise in the South. Skeptics deemed it a regressive, separatist concept that undermined the gains of the Civil Rights Movement.

Multiple factors prevented Soul City from ever being completed. There was a national economic downturn that discouraged banks and businesses from investing in a struggling region like Warren County, the glacial pace of funding approvals in the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), a devastating audit of Soul City ordered by the conservative Senator Jesse Helms, and, perhaps most consequential, negative media attention that portrayed Soul City as an exclusionary, all-black enterprise. The dream ended when HUD withdrew its funding for Soul City in 1979.

For any ambitious land-owning project for black people, Soul City and New Communities offered sobering lessons. Economic self-determination was the only practical and dignified way forward. Financial support from white-owned banks or government agencies could not be relied on. And wherever black people attempted to establish a large base of land, there would almost certainly be political resistance, public outcries, or misunderstandings that could stifle a project before it ever got off the ground.



Albert Cleage was using the name “Beulah Land” as early as 1967 when, in an interview with the writer Studs Terkel, he vowed that black Americans were “gonna build the kind of world that we want, the Beulah Land” in “every black ghetto across the country.” The Beulah Land Farm Project was officially given its name in 1981, almost fifteen years before anyone knew what or where it would be. The church sought a southern farm of roughly 5,000 acres. JB learned of the Beulah Land Farm Project during church service one day, as almost everyone else did. When his father hit the numbers in Detroit and came out flush, JB’s mother asked her son if there was anything he wanted. He asked for a donation toward a farm that did not exist except in name, and which many Black Christian Nationalists doubted they would live to see.

After JB explained the purpose of the Beulah Land Farm Project to his mother, she made regular contributions for the rest of her life. Some longtime members of the Shrine gave thousands of dollars. A few of the younger Black Christian Nationalists switched their college majors to study agribusiness. Faith, in practice, looked like an annual pledge made at the Shrines in every region; yearly balls and galas; raffles and rummage sales; car washes; and, as always, digging around for spare change.

In 1971, the Shrine’s agricultural, technical, and manufacturing (ATM) program was conceived so that the Black Christian Nationalists could one day grow and can their own food, train their own corps of construction, electrical, and plumbing specialists, and provide resources to meet whatever unforeseen needs might one day arise. Shrine members were asked to make their skills and interests known. Amateurs could be trained. Colleges in Michigan and some of the HBCUs had good programs in agronomy, aquaculture, and livestock economics. Nurses and doctors would be needed to run the medical clinic that Cleage talked about opening. To make brochures and bulletins, someone had to know graphic design and how to work a printing press. The children needed teachers and offices needed managers. It was time to get to work.

The Shrine’s food co-op began in Detroit with the early morning produce runs of a couple in the church, Thomas and Letitia Sykes. The Sykes frequented Eastern Market, the largest farmers market in the city, and owned an eight-acre farm in Belleville, west of Detroit. They harvested fruits in the summers and gave them to Shrine members. People in the church were asked to package food on weekends so that they could sell five-dollar bags the next morning. The Sykes’ Belleville farm, the produce sales at the Shrine, and the creation of the ATM program, as well as the example of Father Divine’s affordable Harlem banquets during the Depression, were the currents beneath Cleage’s attack on food retail supply chains in Black Christian Nationalism. “Your corner grocer sells inferior produce at exploitative prices,” he wrote. “The store is just a small part of an international process that somehow puts a can of beans on the shelf of your corner store and makes Black people pay five cents more for it than white people pay. Who do you fight—the farmer? the canner? the wholesaler? the trucker?”

There were many obstacles to the “Nation’s search for a Promised Land flowing with milk and honey, where every man can sit with dignity under his own vine and fig tree.” One of the problems was that in black communities deprived of easy access to milk, honey, figs, and other fruits—many grocery stores began leaving Detroit in the 1970s—the allegorical delights of the Promised Land faded. Women and men were forced to consider how little food and how little land they truly had. Those who had anything “would degenerate and start fighting and exploiting each other and they would lose the Promised Land,” Cleage wrote, “because they had identified with it geographically.” Hunger might rip black communities apart so badly that there would be nowhere left on earth for them to care about.

Cleage dreamed of a national distribution network that would send food from black farms to inner cities throughout the country. He wrote, “We will be related through one co-operative economic movement which will enable us to distribute goods raised in the rural counties of the South on Black farms in northern urban centers where Black people are now dependent on white merchants for their produce; we will establish regional canneries and wholesalers to distribute the food that Black people grow.” By the end of the 1980s, church leaders hoped to feed black families through BCN Community Service Outlets. Wherever it was, Beulah Land was expected to consist of a greenhouse, apiary, fish nursery, cattle ranch, dairy farm, smokehouse, cannery, KUA center, and medical and recreational facilities.

In 1972, a church-run farm in Georgia went on the market. The owners, facing financial difficulties and familiar with Cleage’s work, asked him if he wanted to take over. Cleage’s interest in the land was overshadowed by more immediate concerns, so he let the offer go. The Shrine had enough to do between its new ministerial training program, Alkebu-lan Academy, political lobbying efforts, and plans to open Shrines in other cities. Over the next twenty-five years, Cleage would find that such opportunities did not usually present themselves so easily.



Of the individuals who were crucial in making Beulah Land a reality, Wesley Godfrey was the sole farmer. As a student at the Tuskegee Institute, when most others were gone for holidays and vacations, Godfrey watched after the animals. He ran the school’s cattle and beef operation. His expertise in animal husbandry saved him from punishment when he and other students protested the lack of black history classes at Tuskegee in the late 1960s. The chief skill Godfrey would hone throughout his life was that of making himself indispensable.

In summer 1967, Godfrey was visiting his grandmother in Detroit. In the city, he could attend Shrine and UNIA meetings, get the best bean pies from the black Muslims at Temple No. 1, and hear Aretha Franklin sing. After the season of revolt in Detroit, he returned to Tuskegee with one of Aretha’s albums and blasted Stevie Wonder’s “Fingertips” in his hallway, becoming the hero of his dormitory. Godfrey’s politics sometimes scared young women away. He had received his earliest education in race relations from his bedroom in Port Arthur, Texas, pressing his ear to the wall and eavesdropping on conversations in his mother’s kitchen. At Tuskegee, he was not merely prepared to hear speakers such as H. Rap Brown, Julian Bond, Stokely Carmichael, and Dr. King—he possessed the energy and charisma to charm their kind. He led five student organizations, played baseball and football, and befriended Muhammad Ali after serving as grand marshal during his visits three years in a row.

Godfrey joined the Shrine when he moved to Michigan after college. He got involved with those in the church who were handing out bags of vegetables and fruit, eggs, sugar, and flour every Saturday at noon. Godfrey first learned of the Shrine’s farm dream in 1973, years before the Beulah Land Farm Project had a name. He volunteered to assist the Shrine as a consultant. “We wanted a piece of ground in the South where we’d have more days of illumination, water resources, and timber resources on the property so there would be diversification,” Godfrey told me. “Once the decision was made back in ’75 to send a college cadre to Atlanta, proximity to Atlanta became germane for the farm so that it would be supported indirectly by the church.”

The search for Beulah Land often led the Black Christian Nationalists to dead ends, from central California to the Rio Grande Valley, from Georgia to Mississippi. The locals were too leery about blacks, or the land wasn’t quite right. Godfrey appraised properties and, in some instances, visited with locals alongside Jaramogi himself. In the case of Texarkana, Texas, a plot of land formerly owned by the Bonanza actor Dan Blocker was available. When Godfrey and Cleage showed up at the auction and organizers realized that black people of means were among the serious bidders, the event was shut down and rescheduled. In the late 1970s, Godfrey moved from Michigan to Shreveport, Louisiana, to work as a city planner. From Shreveport, for the next twenty years, he would continue making monthly surveying trips and writing reports for the Shrine.



Thumbing through The Wall Street Journal, Godfrey came across a mention of the Trask family. In old age, the bearded patriarch Neil Webster Trask looked like Walt Whitman. He was one of the most renowned cattle ranchers in the country. Born in Wilmington, North Carolina, two years after the city’s 1898 race massacre, he moved to Beaufort to start the South Carolina branch of his father’s company, G. W. Trask & Sons, one of the largest truck farming operations in the Southeast. Early in the Depression, Trask purchased an island off the South Carolina coast that was populated with Hereford cattle, a breed unbothered by the state’s hot pasturelands. He was especially drawn to hornless Herefords, cows as thick and russet colored as bison. Trask bred these with his native herd and searched the country for the finest soils, grasses, and Hereford pedigrees.

Because of his peerless, line-bred cattle, Trask amassed a significant enough fortune by the late 1930s to begin buying thousands of acres of depleted cotton farms in Abbeville County, in South Carolina’s upcountry. He converted eroded cotton fields into some of the most productive pasturelands in the state. Trask’s magical touch with cattle—his ability to raise thousands of cows that grew fat and fast on grass—earned him rare fame among ranchers. His 3,200-acre Palmetto Hereford Ranch in Calhoun Falls became one of the most acclaimed cattle farms in the United States.

Trask was obsessed with identifying an heir to carry on his legacy. Well into his nineties, he considered his grandson James Wright to be the most suitable candidate. Wright had been helping on the cattle ranch since he was young. Confident that the ranch would one day be his, Wright quit one family job for another, moving to the Palmetto ranch. After Trask suffered a stroke in 1994, Wright spent much of his time caring for him. Trask became furious when his grandson leased deer hunting rights on some of the ranch’s wooded areas and sold a couple of his grandfather’s favorite cows. He was so mad, in fact, that a year before his death in 1997, he fired Wright as ranch manager, changed his will to disinherit him, and demanded the return of his former cattle, land, and equipment. Wright sued for breach of contract. A court ruled in his favor after Trask died. The victory was short-lived. The court battle’s legal expenses were so high that Wright was forced to sell all the cattle.

Through Godfrey, the Black Christian Nationalists learned about the Palmetto ranch. Two years before Trask died, the church approached the family to buy its lakefront property. Trask’s response was “Niggers don’t own the land, they work the land.” It did not matter to him that the church was offering to pay upfront with money it had accumulated over nearly two decades. Only when Trask died and his cattle were sold was an agreement reached to sell the deteriorating land. The Shrine would effectively need to build it back up from scratch.

The sale was brokered by Ernest Cleage Martin, Jaramogi’s nephew, who had coincidentally been a psychiatrist in Abbeville County for years. It would take four more years for the Shrine and the Trask-Wrights to agree on a final price. In May 1999, the church acquired its first 1,000 acres along a five-mile-long stretch. Later that year, in October, it took possession of the remaining 2,000 acres outlined in the deal. The Black Christian Nationalists purchased the property using $10 million in cash. There was more land to come.






The World System


When the Shrine completed its purchase of Beulah Land, the farm immediately faced its first stress test. In January 1999, FEMA had issued an advisory statement urging emergency service agencies and the public to prepare for problems that might arise because of a computer glitch. Black Christian Nationalists had been on alert in light of recent news about the “Year 2000 Bug.” There was a fear that, when the clock struck midnight on the first day of 2000, a coding oversight might cause computing systems to interpret the date incorrectly and start over, as it were, by turning to January 1, 1900. If this happened, some people predicted that disruptions in utility, manufacturing, and transportation lines could cause supply shocks around the world. Would thermostats, power supply equipment, and medical devices still work? What else might happen as a result?

The Shrine was preparing for Y2K before the Beulah Land purchase was complete. As early as April 1999, Maccabees were stocking ammunition, windup and shortwave radios, hand warmers, and night-vision binoculars. For Black Christian Nationalists in Detroit, the predictions of what might come to pass in the first hours, days, and months of the new millennium evoked memories of Devil’s Night, the eve of Halloween. Devil’s Night was an arsonist’s holiday in the city. The 1980s and ’90s had seen the worst of it. Hundreds of malevolent fires bloomed in the dark. The pictures made it look almost as though Detroit’s houses were self-immolating, and the rest of the world seemed to believe that as well. The incendiaries slipped away into the night.

Many people in the Shrine assumed that any night leading up to Y2K could turn into a Devil’s Night, or a repeat of the chaos in 1967. Security would be on duty at all times at each of the Shrine’s buildings in Detroit. One Maccabee wrote to another in September 1999: “I am amazed that so few black people are aware of the possibility of what might happen in the event of a breakdown of the support system … what groups might try to off us under the cover of the chaos of a social breakdown and what the government may try to do. I got maps of nuclear reactors, lists or [sic] military installations, white racists [sic] groups, and patriot and militia groups that might move on the black community.” The Maccabee urged Black Christian Nationalists to monitor updates from grassroots information-sharing networks and y2knewswire.com. He said they should be wary of state defense forces, which were likely to have been infiltrated by “ultra right wing survivalists.”

The Shrine’s Y2K Preparedness Strategy and Implementation Plan, drafted in collaboration with survivalist consulting firms, was intended to help Black Christian Nationalists stay afloat until an “alternative societal structure for survival is in place.” As Cleage had been saying for as long as he’d seen factory workers lose their jobs to automation, the new century called for specialized technical knowledge. Shrine members would need to stay ahead of sharp technological curves, including developments in the digital future which, the author of the Y2K plan wrote, “undergirts [sic] the World System.”

The World System, a concept developed by sociologists in the 1970s, typically described a perspective that viewed modern world history as a story of unequal development between wealthy capitalist societies, poor societies on the peripheries, and the middle-class societies in between. For some black radicals in the 1970s and beyond, the World System loosely encapsulated a network of institutions that were believed to preserve the status quo and disadvantage the marginalized people who might be able to overthrow it—institutions like the military and police, the U.S. government, and the mainstream media. By the early 1980s, Jaramogi was describing the World System as one that “enslaves and exploits [black people] through the ruthless use of power to establish and maintain white supremacy.” His black nation’s “Struggle for Survival require[d] a recognition of the fact that we are outside of the System and we must build a System of our own.”

If the Black Christian Nationalists’ aversion to the World System sounded like unnecessarily paranoid thinking, which drove them into the countryside, the tragic example of MOVE, a communal religious movement in Philadelphia, showed that perhaps their preparations were justified. The beliefs of MOVE, founded in 1972 by the Korean War veteran John Africa, were based on a series of his teachings that stressed the need for new ways of thinking and of interacting with the physical world. These revolutions were meant to free individuals from a “reform world system,” John Africa wrote, which included “all categories of thought that further abstracted [humanity] from the natural order of life.” Some of MOVE’s methods for rejecting the World System included eating raw and unprocessed foods, rejecting modern amenities such as medicine and electrical heat, supporting animal rights, and abstaining from alcohol and drugs. Although MOVE was based in Philadelphia, it was sometimes considered a back-to-the-land movement because of its members’ radical environmentalist stances.

Though MOVE never had more than a few dozen members, the movement drew the ire of Philadelphia police, residents who lived near the various MOVE houses in the city, journalists, and others who viewed it as an extremist cult that intentionally provoked conflicts with authorities. After the baby of two MOVE members was killed during a clash with Philadelphia police in 1976, the movement’s reliance on nonviolent resistance gave way to an embrace of armed self-defense. MOVE became increasingly insular. John Africa began to warn his followers that MOVE’s conflicts with Philadelphia police would lead to an apocalyptic scenario that might very well destroy them.

After more than a decade of confrontations with the police, John Africa’s prophecies proved correct. On May 13, 1985, after a year of intensive planning within the Philadelphia police department, a raid was conducted on the MOVE commune on Osage Avenue. Arrest warrants had been issued for MOVE members charged with parole and firearms violations, contempt of court, and making threats against public officials. With hundreds of Philadelphia police surrounding the MOVE house, a ninety-minute shootout ensued. The children and some of the adults retreated to the basement, where they had prepared wet blankets in case the police attempted to drive them out with tear gas. As the morning progressed, police destroyed parts of the house with C-4 explosives, water cannons, and gunfire.

Later that afternoon, to destroy a shed atop the MOVE house where police feared gunmen lay in wait, a helicopter dropped a bomb on the compound. The explosion was felt from blocks away and fires spread rapidly from the obliterated MOVE commune to adjacent homes. Hours later, some MOVE members who tried to escape the hot, smoke-filled basement were shot at by the police. More than sixty houses were destroyed by the end of the day and, eventually, the remains of eleven MOVE members were recovered. Five were children. They died from bomb blasts and gunshot wounds, smoke inhalation and the fire itself.

Perhaps what it meant for black utopians to go “back to the land” was to separate themselves from the proven dangers of the World System in search of more decentralized, sustainable forms of living. The point was to disentangle oneself from the web of social forces that prevented black people from enriching their lives. Simplifying one’s life did not necessarily entail going off the urban grid. Rather, in a society dominated by the World System, black people were compelled to find or create their own spaces that could exist as shrines, sacred places where they could feel protected from the System’s menaces.

Black back-to-the-landers might purchase former slave plantations in the South and start their own projects on it. They could also build new forms of life within big cities, transforming vacant lots into gardens, practicing sustainable consumption, and creating food security networks that could connect various food sovereignty movements around the country.



In the months leading up to Y2K, Shrine leaders thought it might be too dangerous to send its missionaries on reaching trips. If cars stopped working, how much would diesel generators cost? Fuel? Once the Shrine had Beulah Land, church leaders decided it had to be prepared as a refuge in case infrastructure in the cities crumbled. Early in 1999, the church conducted site studies on Beulah Land to determine where to erect a chapel, barns, equipment sheds, and office buildings. Temporary housing was set up for skilled laborers from all three Shrine regions to come to Beulah Land, where they worked for months. Fall was about to give way to winter.

In Detroit especially, Shrine members felt the clock ticking. Fears of “panic, hostile groups, or rioting” increased. What work was left for them to do? They would need to drain water from the pipes in their properties to keep them from freezing, install double-steel rackets on the Mother Shrine’s doors, build six-foot fencing around the National Training Center, place bars on its first- and second-floor windows, assemble and test propane heaters, gather wood, and secure the art in the cultural center. In early December, the leaders of Shrine No. 1 decided to send the Alkebu-lan Academy youth and staff to Beulah Land by the middle of the month. The second wave of Beulah Land settlers would join them a week later. Although the church spent tens of thousands of dollars, it was becoming clear that the staggered departures would give the Shrine “less time to finish the Y2K preparation and to secure our institutions.”

Beulah Land was, Godfrey told me, a “sanctuary during that window of time” when it was still unclear if madness would take over in cities when the lights went out. JB, who at the time was living in Atlanta, was made the administrator of Beulah Land to ensure its smooth operation. He arrived shortly after the children, joining the seventy-odd Black Christian Nationalists who would wait the year out in this improbable Elysium. Members shipped their belongings ahead of them before the first Beulah Land cadre in Detroit caravanned south. They stopped before Christmas to regroup and collect others in Atlanta. The scramble to gather on the farm was hectic enough that some of the adults initially forgot to purchase gifts for the children.

Andou Allen, who had been a minister in the Shrine since 1975, moved to Beulah Land with her son and daughter during this time. They would live there for the next four years. “This going to sound funny,” she told me, “but for the most part, most of us at Beulah Land, they thought we was like the Zealots. Everybody thought, ‘You got a good job. You quitting your job going to Beulah Land?’ Most of us that went to Beulah Land in that initial group, we were highly educated. That’s how we could do it. We all were skilled, but they thought we was missing out because we wasn’t in the city wearing all the pretty clothes.”

Plenty of Shrine city folk who knew nothing about farming were reluctant to move to South Carolina. Others rejected a rural lifestyle that, Andou said, reminded them “too much, I guess, of Reconstruction.” Andou’s own Alabama-born mother was initially concerned about her daughter and the children living in the wilderness. “They thought we might’ve been doing some Jim Jones stuff!” she said, laughing.

If reaching Beulah Land was a crowning achievement for the BCN movement, it was also a fault line that exposed what some perceived as distinct subgroups: those who were fully committed and those whose loyalty to the dream had limits. Some found it concerning and others found it funny that when January 1, 2000, arrived, the men in charge of putting backup generators on the farm hadn’t yet installed them. Andou laughed. “We were glad nothing happened with 2000 K!”



Although the Black Christian Nationalists made it to the new century, the fact that a Pan-African religious movement had chosen to build its earthly haven in the cradle and grave of the Confederacy portended complications. In the county seat of Abbeville, sixteen miles east of Beulah Land, was Secession Hill. There local citizens gathered in November 1860 to adopt South Carolina’s ordinance to secede from the Union. It was the first state to do so. The Burt-Stark Mansion in Abbeville was where the Confederacy held its last war council in 1865, and where Jefferson Davis had to concede that the war was over.

Abbeville County’s national reputation in the late 1990s and early 2000s cast it as a hotbed of antigovernment sentiment, a shelter for tax protestors, and a hub for white nationalist groups such as the League of the South, which opened its state office in Abbeville in 2001. In 2004, one journalist wrote, “There may be more antigovernment extremists in the vicinity of Abbeville than anywhere else in America.” Two years later, the Southern Poverty Law Center listed South Carolina as the state with the third-largest number of active hate groups, behind California and Florida. From the moment Cleage and the Beulah Land settlers moved to the area, rumors had spread throughout Abbeville County that the old Palmetto ranch had been purchased by AK-47-wielding followers of Louis Farrakhan.

The farm’s open-door approach toward curious white people in the area was a successful tactic. It turned out that one effective way for the Black Christian Nationalists to show they were no threat was to invite skeptics to church and get involved with nearby ministries. JB would be assigned to take courses at Erskine College, a private Christian institution in Due West, South Carolina, that turned out chaplains for the military. Avoiding certain topics was the basic strategy for a harmonious, even fraternal coexistence.

Cleage was slowing and stooping, but he was there, living full-time in a double-wide trailer on Beulah Land. In the first two months of the year, he presided over farm development meetings, assigned people to gather information on local politics, and reassigned Black Christian Nationalists who clearly were not fit for country living to go back to one of the cities. The groundwork was being laid for a revamped livestock operation. The church purchased poultry stock from magazines. Daily labors centered around pasture and forestry maintenance, security checks along the property’s perimeter (the forests attracted hunters), reviewing collegiate animal programs for livestock sales, and seeing which students at these colleges had training in poultry science and fisheries.

In coordinating this beehive, Cleage was as prickly as ever and insistent upon his rules. Under most circumstances, he was not to be bothered until 3 p.m. at the earliest. Lord help those who brought him food that was hard to digest. JB did his best to help concerned Shrine members understand that, at eighty-eight years old, not even Rev. Cleage could be expected to be as vigorous as the rest of them.

Was he sick? Perhaps he should be seeing a doctor more.

JB shook his head. He knew about end-of-life care from his old job as an occupational therapist. Was it so difficult to see that their Jaramogi had no intention of leaving the land he had chosen to call his home?






A Model Community
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Ten years before Beulah Land was purchased, Jaramogi had pushed Kimathi Nelson toward seminary. St. Mary’s Seminary in Houston, the oldest Catholic training institute in the South, denied Kimathi admission in part because of fears provoked by the recent excommunication of Father George Augustus Stallings. Stallings, a black priest in Washington, D.C., who was known for integrating African American cultural practices into the traditional Mass, had denounced the hierarchies and white leadership of the Catholic Church in 1990. In response, he broke off from the church of Rome and opened his own, the Imani Temple.

Kimathi’s sterling academic record wasn’t enough to clear suspicions about his motives. If a protégé of the firebrand Albert Cleage was going to attend Catholic seminary with no intention of becoming a Catholic priest, he must have been planning to use their theology against them, as Stallings had done. The priest in charge of St. Mary’s academics was so embarrassed by his staff’s decision that he gave Kimathi a stack of catalogs with other seminary options.

Jaramogi, who was living mostly in Houston at the time, swept them all aside and told Kimathi to apply to Harvard’s and Yale’s divinity schools. By now, Kimathi had been bringing Jaramogi dinner every day as his care needs increased. He brought his briefcase by Jaramogi’s room one day and opened it to reveal two acceptance letters. Kimathi had rarely seen Jaramogi smile so widely. Jaramogi picked up the letter from Harvard.

“Let’s just set this one over here. Tomorrow, you call Yale.”

“Wait a minute,” Kimathi said. “What about Harvard?”

“Oh, you want to go to Harvard? Then go to Harvard. Get the hell out of my house!”

When Kimathi brought Jaramogi his meal the next day, he walked silently into the room. Jaramogi asked if he knew why he had cussed him out the night before. Kimathi did not.

“If you’re going into law or divinity, you go to Yale. I couldn’t get in Yale School of Divinity. Martin Luther King couldn’t get in Yale School of Divinity.” And besides, Jaramogi said, “I don’t like the kind of niggas that go to Harvard. They get big-headed and think that they’re special.”

Jaramogi’s roughshod displays of love continued unabated for the next three years as Kimathi excelled in New Haven. He was offered a religious deanship at Yale and a preaching job at the church where the mayor and other local officials went. Jaramogi wanted to know if he would accept these lucrative opportunities. “Are you going to go off and make your portion with the white folks?” he asked. Kimathi didn’t understand why he was being singled out for insults.

“There are some things going on that I don’t like, and I trust you,” Jaramogi said.

He was referring to a situation at Shrine No. 9 in Atlanta. For the last twenty years, most people in the church had assumed that the charismatic senior bishop of Shrine No. 9, Sondai Nyerere, was the obvious choice to replace Cleage as the next Holy Patriarch. Kimathi had played ball with Sondai in high school before joining the Shrine. While Sondai was a professor at Western Michigan University, he taught many future Black Christian Nationalists. Kimathi respected him as much as everyone else did. Few were aware that Sondai and Jaramogi hadn’t exchanged more than pleasantries in years. No. 9 had become an island unto itself. There seemed to be, Jaramogi told Kimathi, a developing “cult of personality,” the kind he always feared could take root in his movement.

It hadn’t occurred to Kimathi that the order of succession was in flux. The church that had been preparing its people for an eternal struggle over the last half century did not know how to think about the inevitable arrival of a new leader. At a 1996 synod in Houston, Jaramogi announced a shake-up in the Shrine’s leadership that discarded all previous notions of who the next Jaramogi would be. Sondai was transferred to Detroit. Mbiyu Chui, a community leader who was part of the original Atlanta expansion cadre in 1974, would be senior bishop in Houston. And Menelik Kimathi Nelson, next in line to succeed Cleage as Jaramogi, would oversee the Shrine in Atlanta.

During one of Jaramogi’s final trips to Atlanta, he asked Kimathi a question: “Do you know what Hercules’s job was?”

“Hercules?” Kimathi asked. “His job was cleaning the stables, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah. He cleaned out the horse stables on Olympus. But there were so many horses that he couldn’t keep it clean. What he did was, he went and bent the River Alpheus. He bent the river and the river flowed through the stables. Do you know what that means?”

“I’m not sure.”

“He washed all the shit out of the stables. That’s your job.”

“I guess that’ll keep you busy for a little while,” Kimathi laughed.

“No, that’ll keep you busy for a lifetime. Anybody trying to re-create the church that we’ve had in the past is doomed to failure. There’s no road map for where we’re going and you gotta have somebody at the helm.”

Kimathi had made the mistake before of promising Jaramogi that in twenty years, even though the founder would be gone, the Shrine would look just as he had known it in the 1960s.

“If it is,” Jaramogi said, “I’m going to come back here and kick your ass! It has to change. We’re running on fumes. We built this church on this generation. This generation is getting old. You’re going to have to decide some things that are going to be very upsetting. They’re going to have to be done, but I trust that you will recognize it and have the courage to do it when the time comes.”



During the race to Beulah Land in December 1999, Kimathi drove from Atlanta to the airport in Greenville, South Carolina, to pick up Jaramogi and take him to the farm. They arrived at night. “He was like a little kid,” Kimathi said. “Couldn’t see anything because it was dark. He couldn’t wait. He was not an early riser. He couldn’t wait for the sun to come up.” Kimathi had to return to Atlanta the next morning to preach. He and Jaramogi spoke on the phone every day. On one call, Jaramogi’s voice sounded funny. Kimathi asked if he was all right.

“Nothing hurts. I don’t have any problems that I know of.”

“Well, you sound kind of funny. Is it okay if I come out there to check on you?”

“Sure, sure.”

Kimathi found someone to preach for him, got in his car, and went right back to the farm. Jaramogi was okay. He and Kimathi spoke well into the night until finally Jaramogi said, “Okay, I’m headed that way,” the cue that he was going to bed. Kimathi fell asleep on a couch.

The next morning, around the time Jaramogi was usually up, Kimathi didn’t hear him. He didn’t want to disturb him if he was tired. He knew that Jaramogi’s temper could flare if someone bothered him too much. Kimathi had eventually convinced Jaramogi to let him help with prescriptions, groceries, and laying out his clothes, and so, around 11 o’clock in the morning, he took his chances and went into his bedroom. Jaramogi was on the floor.

“Jaramogi!”

“What?”

“What are you doing on the floor?”

“Well, I got up last night and was going to the restroom and on my way back, I fell. I couldn’t get up. I was calling your name, but I could hear you snoring from here. I just figured I’d make myself comfortable.”

Kimathi picked him up, sat him in his chair, and for yet another day until the sun started to fall, the two men spoke. Before he went to sleep, Jaramogi wanted Kimathi to know that he had always been one of the few people who noticed when he needed help.

“I don’t have any good, big will and testament to give to you,” Jaramogi said. “You know everything I know.”

Albert Cleage had no big will and testament to give to anybody, no exorbitant riches reaped from his father’s estate, the once-full coffers of his church, or the renown of his name. He had streamlined his life by devoting it to the idea that black people could prosper in innumerable ways. Now it was a Saturday in mid-February. Kimathi hugged Jaramogi, shook his hand, and drove back to Atlanta in time for church the next morning.



On Sunday, February 20, 2000, when JB went into Jaramogi’s trailer to see if he needed anything, the founder was in his bed. JB knew it was time to call an ambulance. Around 2 p.m., Albert Cleage, Jr., was declared dead. Those who loved him would later say he simply tired himself out. There was a chair across from his bed where JB sat as one of the other Shrine ministers led small batches of Beulah Land’s children through the side door to see the founder one more time and pray over his body. This minister would cry, then faint, and, once restored, she would guide another group of children through. Ernest Cleage Martin, his wife, and one Shrine member put Jaramogi’s Sunday suit on him before the coroner arrived.

Jaramogi left nothing behind on Beulah Land but a few pieces of art, some furniture, and miscellany like the books I perused in the Jahi House on dusty shelves and in dusty boxes. Today, some of his ashes rest in an urn on an altar in JB’s sunroom, which he calls the Ancestor Room. The ashes were a gift from Jaramogi’s sister Barbara. They are mingled with the ashes of Jomo Ribbron and the adored theologian Woodrow Smith, Jr., who trained the Shrine’s first ministers in the 1970s and helped Ernest negotiate the terms for Beulah Land. The remainder of Jaramogi’s ashes are on the altar of the Mother Shrine, where his funeral was held.

It was a Sunday of confusion and fear at each of the Shrines. There were tears, reflections, and celebrations of a singular life. Albert Cleage, Jr., was not a messiah, but a man, and this fact was what he hoped his flock would remember. In Atlanta, the senior bishop received the news after service. He was to become the Holy Patriarch, Jaramogi Menelik Kimathi. For a length of time that he wouldn’t be able to recall, Kimathi sat down in the dark and stared at it.



In the years after Jaramogi Abebe’s passing, the fate of his black nation in the cities was unclear. But at Beulah Land, Black Christian Nationalists were newly inspired to raise money for roads, ponds, wells, electricity, fencing, an underground pipe system, and more buildings and livestock. In 2005, approximately 1,000 acres of land adjacent to the farm became available. The church learned from U.S. Representative Carolyn Cheeks Kilpatrick, a former Shrine member whose son was then Detroit’s mayor, that the Department of Defense was considering purchasing the land. Sensing that this potential new neighbor could decrease the value of church property and bring with it other untold dangers—surveillance of their operations, perhaps—the Shrine took out a loan and swiftly bought the parcel. This expanded the Shrine’s holdings to nearly 4,000 acres and put the church $2 million in debt.

Black Christian Nationalists were largely optimistic that Beulah Land would one day become profitable. The Shrine was meeting its monthly mortgage notes consistently until the Great Recession. When financial calamity struck, weekly contributions to the church dropped precipitously. Beulah Land normally made money through the sale of timber, hay, hunting, and land leases, and by receiving support from government programs. When the economic crisis froze housing construction, the ranch’s readily abundant timber lost value. Drought affected the rearing of cattle. Beulah Land’s broad ponds of catfish, bream, tilapia, and bass, as well as the pastures that Shrine members had cared for, began reverting to their wild state. Animals, vehicles, and farm equipment had to be sold to meet the mortgage. It was getting harder for Black Christian Nationalists to see Beulah Land becoming its own municipality or the “model independent Black community” that church leaders hoped it would become.



Ryan Pressley, who managed Beulah Land for two and a half years, until the fall of 2023, first learned of the Shrine’s ranch in 2011. His own conflicts with the USDA had begun during the middle of the recession, when he was a twenty-one-year-old trying to use his family’s land as collateral for a farm of his own. When his land was unexpectedly devalued by USDA officials, Ryan fell into a years-long court battle with the agency. He filed twenty appeals. Ultimately, in 2014, Ryan lost the farm that had been in his family for more than one hundred years, the land on which his grandmother was born: $2.5 million in land value and $1.5 million in equity vanished. He compared the aftereffects on his emotional health to the PTSD black American soldiers have described upon returning home from wars.

Black farmers have had a contentious relationship with the USDA since the department was formed in the mid-nineteenth century. Officials have been accused of preventing black farmers from accessing resources such as loans, grants, and subsidies, which contributes to the crises of land loss and economic instability. After decades of complaints, hundreds of black farmers in 1997 sued the USDA for its discriminatory practices throughout the 1980s and ’90s. Thousands more joined the class-action lawsuit known as Pigford v. Glickman, which the plaintiffs won in 1999.

The more than $1 billion settlement was the largest in civil rights history. The most substantial individual payment—$12 million—was awarded to New Communities, Inc., the grassroots organization founded by Charles and Shirley Sherrod that had lost much of its land in 1985. With some of this money, New Communities bought a 1,600-acre tract near Albany, Georgia, in 2011. It was renamed Resora. Purifying rituals were held there for three years after the founders realized they had purchased land on the former site of one of Georgia’s largest slave plantations. Today, flush with orange groves and cypress trees, a pecan orchard, squash garden, apiary, and 85-acre lake, Resora is used as an agritourism site, private event space, and vacation destination.

When Ryan and I met over Easter dinner at JB’s house in 2022, he had started anew with 600 acres of his own in Augusta, Georgia. His land was rich with crops: lima beans, peas, tomatoes, and cantaloupes. Ryan made time to assist other farmers with their own antidiscrimination complaints against the USDA. Nearly ten years after his first contact with the Shrine, Ryan was approached in September 2020 about coming on as the farm manager. His work began the following spring, in April 2021. The month before Ryan started his new job, the Biden administration pledged to devote billions of dollars in debt relief to black farmers who had been discriminated against by the USDA. These plans to alleviate the struggles of minority farmers would later stall. Critics dismissed them as unlawfully discriminatory against white farmers.

At JB’s dinner table, Ryan told me that he was preparing to buy cattle with the hope of reviving the ranch’s livestock operation. Growing crops was part of his long-term vision. The rhythms of Ryan’s days were similar to what I’d heard about Beulah Land in its settlement period. He woke early, checking on his own farms before driving north to cut and harvest Beulah Land’s hay, restore its fields, remove saplings, handle farm status reports for the USDA, and, when necessary, deal with lumber thieves and trespassing hunters. Ryan had one other full-time employee working for him and would get more in the coming months to supplement seasonal migrant labor. My sense that Ryan’s blueprint for the ranch’s revival was familiar didn’t lessen its allure. I believed in his plan because his land and his spirit had already been diminished once before. It was clear to me, at least that day, that he would not allow himself to lose either of these again.



Since 2020, there have been numerous attempts—some of them successful—to establish intentional communities that prioritize the mental, physical, and spiritual health of people of color, black and Indigenous folk especially. In response to the movements for racial justice that followed George Floyd’s murder, the Foundation for Intentional Community, the main advocacy organization for such communities in the United States, created a special council to offer financial support and legal help to founders of cooperative living spaces for people of color. Eco-villages, designed to encourage regenerative practices that benefit the land and its stewards in a time of climate crisis, are among the most advertised intentional communities on the FIC’s website today.

From Colorado and Arkansas to North Carolina and Vermont, residents of predominantly black utopian eco-villages advocate for culturally centered spaces; intergenerational education in land stewardship; affordable housing; recourse to the environmental knowledge of ancestors; sovereignty over the production, distribution, and consumption of their community’s food; trauma-informed therapies; psychological healing from racist aggressions; elder care; and refuge for trans, queer, and gender-expansive people, as well as women of color. These places arise on a half-acre of land or they are spread across dozens. The founders call them farms, villages, communities, and cooperatives. It seems that most could fit their full-time residents in an average-size classroom. Their members oppose a capitalist world order that extracts finite resources from the earth, and robs black people of their joy, health, labor, and time.

Beulah Land has been diminished as a community, but it is still a conduit for the hopes of Black Christian Nationalists who see it as the great manifestation of a shared dream for black autonomy on earth. If it is not viable as a vegetable farm or eco-village, perhaps it can be revived as a cattle operation or turned into a solar farm funded by the Department of Energy. If it will not permanently house a black nation, then maybe it can be used as a conference site for black professionals or a wellness retreat space, not unlike Resora.

My aunt Yolanda, a mental health counselor in Columbus, Ohio, had mentioned a similar dream of turning Promise Land into a retreat. Black people who could stop asking How do we get land? and start wondering What’s to be done with it now? were lucky. Yolanda put it in simple terms: “God’s not making any more land … Even if you don’t have an immediate plan for it, why would you let land go?”



When Beulah Land’s settlers first arrived, some of them, in blue jeans and straw hats and green tees, squinted and laughed in the sun when they first saw the South Carolina countryside. They had claimed this unknown and potentially hostile place as their own. At first, there was nothing but fields and trees. Now it was theirs. Black Christian Nationalists who had read Elijah Muhammad’s How to Eat to Live or Dick Gregory’s Natural Diet for Folks Who Eat: Cookin’ with Mother Nature could imagine that this land might be able to feed and harbor them, as well as other black people who may have had nowhere else to go. Those who had kept private gardens in their hometowns, missed the greenery of their childhood parks, or fantasized about visiting Martha’s Vineyard whenever they wished now had claim to a place with room enough for tenfold gardens and tenfold parks.

The eye could not easily see Beulah Land’s outer limits. If its size mattered at all, it was for this reason. It was important to feel that there was something much more expansive than oneself. I arrived long after the fish-processing plants, chicken coops, and Max the great black stallion had gone. I didn’t see the trees that bore pears, oranges, plums, apples, and nuts. I did find fog over the land, though, and during my morning walks, I cut through the vapor. If it was possible to stroll through a prophecy amid fulfillment, not fully living and evidently not dead, I felt that this was it.






Shrines
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By the time Osakwe Ndegwa Jahi—Sok—was entering his third year at Eastern Michigan University in 2006, some Black Christian Nationalists believed the nineteen-year-old was already on the path to one day succeed Jaramogi Kimathi. Six years into his role as Holy Patriarch, Kimathi saw it too. Sok told him that he wanted to study construction and business administration so he could erect buildings for the black nation that its people could touch and see.

The boy was smooth. Sok had been a Black Christian Nationalist since birth. He showed a level of dedication to the church’s evolving mission that convinced both his peers and his elders that Jaramogi Abebe’s vision still had a strong heartbeat. Sok was not a singer or a preacher, but his build, eyes, and smile were like Sam Cooke’s. Among older church members, the young women who sometimes accompanied Sok to the Shrine became a running joke. He assured them that the women were not romances but friends he had brought to see this place he couldn’t stop talking about.

For Sok, as for many of his young peers in the church, the purchase of Beulah Land was proof of concept for the Black Christian Nation’s liberation project. It confirmed that heaven was a place on earth. Sok, born in 1987, was part of an early wave of American millennials who, by 2020, would be associated with a sharp decline in church attendance and formal religious affiliation. He was a suave, convincing poster child for the Shrine at a time when a growing number of young people were losing touch with the traditions of their parents and grandparents.

Some members of the Shrine glowed at the thought of Sok’s eventual rise in the church and, perhaps, electoral politics. He wrote for Black Slate Digest, the publication of the Shrine-affiliated political lobbying group. He appeared on the Black Slate’s FM radio program to argue why Kwame Kilpatrick, a rising Democratic star in Detroit who had grown up in the Mtoto House, should be the next mayor of Detroit. Kimathi saw that Sok was able to walk down the street with sinners on one side of him and saints on the other. His charisma was helpful for youth outreach and essential in maintaining cohesion among his peers who thought the Shrine was starting to look like any other Protestant church.

One of Cleage’s granddaughters, Jilo, had married a man named Andre Tisdale. He had been taking care of himself since he was twelve years old. Andre had served with the Marines in Iraq and, when he returned from his tour, was drafted into the Maccabees. He was a sharpshooter on the gun range, a useful asset to the security force, but the war in Iraq left him disturbed. Sensing that Cleage did not trust Andre, Jilo had asked Kimathi to vouch on his behalf. When he tried, the reverend told him to stay out of his family’s business.

“That nigga ain’t no good,” Cleage told Kimathi. “I know niggas. He ain’t no good.”

In 2006, as Fourth of July weekend celebrations ended in Detroit, Kimathi was preparing to send his daughter to a summer program at the University of Michigan. He escorted her to the parking lot of the National Training Center, where they saw Sok. Kimathi asked if he wanted a ride back to Eastern Michigan since his family was driving up that way anyways.

“Oh, no, thanks,” he said. “I’ll get a ride later.”

If Sok had gone with them that day, Kimathi told me, “I would’ve had the leadership I needed for the next generation.” Sok and Andre were friends even though Kimathi had warned Sok that the man was unpredictable. No one knew what provoked Andre to shoot Sok in the back that evening. He threw the young man’s body into the Detroit River, where he was found five days later. Events moved too quickly for comprehension. Soon after the murder, Andre fired on a police officer. The police tracked him down and killed him in a shootout.

Paul Lee, a professor who studies Malcolm X’s thought and is also sometimes called the Shrine’s unofficial historian, knew Sok personally. He wrote after his death: “Looking into his eyes as he breathlessly laid out his plans, I doubted that I could conceive the world that [he] would build, but I trusted that it would be a better one. I retain that trust, but, like all of those who were blessed to know and love Sok, and young people like him who will never have the chance to ‘build a new dream’ because their promise was snuffed out by a ‘decadent society,’ I fear that it will take longer to realize.”



Sok’s death sent shockwaves throughout every Shrine, becoming a symbol of the destabilizing transformations taking place within the Black Christian Nationalism movement, and of broader social crises that black communities faced in the new century. In Cleage’s estimation, the golden age of black liberation movements was over by the mid-1970s, laid low by economic suffering, spiritual despair, the growing crack epidemic, and the related expansion of the War on Drugs in the 1980s. In the next decade, the 1994 Crime Bill was signed into law, transforming the carceral landscape and sending more black people than ever to prisons. The Crime Bill’s support of more punishing minimum sentencing guidelines would, in fact, be the very shift my own father cited as one of the many threats against movements for black freedom in the twenty-first century.

Changes in the Shrine’s liturgical practices had been the focus of discussions in the church since the early 1980s, as these issues were being felt in cities across the country. In the absence of an organized mass black movement, Cleage believed, something like the Afrocentric turn of the 1990s felt gauche and passé. Too many black people were merely putting on dashikis, reading black books, and sending their kids to black-centered schools, thinking those decisions were enough.

The Shrine’s latest spiritual philosophy, KUA, was in some ways a rejection of Afrocentrism, or at least an acknowledgment that this mentality would not be enough to carry black people into the future. KUA took emphasis away from the material aspect of cultural signifiers—the “clothes you wear, the way you talk, the food, everything,” Cleage said in a 1976 sermon—in favor of “soul force.” Soul force, a concept rooted in Mahatma Gandhi’s notion of satyagraha (“truth force”) and popularized by Martin Luther King, Jr., in the late 1950s, was something more universal, less focused on the dead end of heritage worship. It pushed the black struggle away from the external world and toward an “inner being.”

In the early 2000s, the Shrine’s African naming ceremonies ceased. The Prayer of the Black Messiah reverted to the more recognizable Lord’s Prayer, and the Sacrament of Commitment was restored to Holy Communion. The militaristic red-and-black uniforms went away. The BCN Creed, which Black Christian Nationalists had been reciting for decades at the start of worship every Sunday, was taken out of the morning services, although church members continued to say it in meetings and classes. Church leadership thought the creed might be too alienating for a new generation, too liable to be misunderstood as an out-of-touch obsession with the bygone era of Black Power. Part of the creed went: “I believe that the revolutionary Spirit of God embodied in the Black Messiah is born anew in each generation and that Black Christian Nationalists constitute the living remnant of God’s chosen people in this day and are charged by Him with responsibility for the liberation of Black people…”

Jaramogi Abebe’s death, the attainment of Beulah Land, and the gradual loss of churchgoers in the Shrine over the previous two decades swayed Kimathi to update the BCN belief system. It would be the most substantial shift since the introduction of KUA in the mid-1970s. Kimathi named it Best-Self Theology. It was a philosophy of self-improvement rooted in the same basic conditions that inspired KUA. The pretext for its creation was the evident failure, or incompleteness, of the last half century’s social revolutions.

Like the Inward Light of the Quakers, or the Higher Self espoused by the actress and New Age mascot Shirley MacLaine, Best-Self Theology held that every person, no matter their race or background, had within them the “spark of divinity.” Every soul was a field in need of constant cultivation. The theology embraced a “growth mindset” and restated the chief goal of religion as the maximization of one’s own potential. It aimed “not to heal a sin-sick soul,” Kimathi told me, or to destroy harmful social structures that white society created, “but to create an optimal human being.” Best-Self Theology’s sensitivity to the individual soul was a concession to the fact that Black Christian Nationalism, which sought spiritual and material development for blacks in a hostile world, would never succeed if it could not guarantee the well-being of its members. As Kimathi told me, Best-Self Theology evolved from one of the Shrine’s longstanding tenets, which Black Christian Nationalists in the age of Black Power had expressed like this: “If we want a better world, we have to be better people.”



A small contingent of members were confounded by what they believed to be Black Christian Nationalism’s philosophical shift. Under Best-Self Theology, self-determination looked very much like self-help. Many people still found joy and necessary fellowship in their church. But those who left often did so because the Shrine of the new millennium did not seem to be the church they had joined. Black Christian Nationalism “was what it needed to be at the time it needed to be,” Kimathi told me. “If it doesn’t change with the times to become what it needs to be, it’s going to die.”

Monifa—Shelley McIntosh—was one of the people who believed that the practices, teachings, and commitments of Black Christian Nationalism were being altered beyond recognition. In their varying roles over the decades, Monifa and Kimathi sat at the feet of Cleage, first in Detroit and then in Houston. When the founder died, Kimathi enlisted a judge in the church to help him get the Shrine’s financial records in order. Monifa had been helping Kimathi throughout the transition, but the Nation was shrinking at the same time it was becoming more complicated than ever to manage. Monifa was beginning to wonder whether there was a place here for her or others who shared her worries.

In 2001, the Shrine’s missionary outreach trips ended. The missionaries were too old to solicit in front of stores upwards of twelve hours a day. They were too old to travel hundreds of miles in cramped cars and sleep in a single hotel room for days. Church leaders decided from then on to rely on weekly tithes and profits from Beulah Land to sustain the Shrine’s finances. The church would also start selling some of its properties. In Houston, the Alkebu-lan Academy stopped operating in 2007, not long after Monifa left as its director. Within a few years, the other Mtoto Houses in Atlanta and Detroit closed as well.

By 2002, fewer than twenty paying residents still covered the maintenance and utility costs for one of the three apartment complexes where Atlanta Shrine members lived. The buildings, though mostly occupied, were a drain on the Shrine’s treasury. Despite some church leaders’ past assurances that selling the Shrine’s properties wouldn’t be necessary, the Atlanta properties were eventually sold, too, and proceeds from the sales were invested in Beulah Land.

The economic reality of the movement was changing as older Black Christian Nationalists died, depriving the Shrine of members who occupied its various communes full-time. These people had also been the missionaries who, when younger, dropped everything to travel around the country to raise money. As their numbers declined in the years leading up to the Great Recession, the balance sheets looked increasingly grim. The Shrine was losing bodies and money. Expansion was no longer an option. Skeptical members became upset, wondering to what good ends their tithes were being devoted. Was there anything productive coming out of Beulah Land, or would it be permanently stalled?

In the twenty-first century, what good were the Shrine’s kibbutzim in rearing black children who may have wanted to explore the diverse and beautiful world beyond the intimate community? Did some of the older, more dogmatic Black Christian Nationalists wish to preserve the rituals they knew without giving their heirs an opportunity to improve upon the formula? “To see those institutions sold,” Monifa said, “we began to ask ourselves, ‘What do we show for our work? What do we show for our sacrifices, besides the seeds that we placed in our children?’”

The Shrine continues to play its part in the world. Once the Shrine’s apartment complexes were sold, the church paid for a tenant relocation service to ensure that Black Christian Nationalists who needed housing found it. It has provided disaster relief for every major hurricane that has affected the Southwest since Hurricane Katrina. The Shrines in each of the three regions host frequent food giveaways, a custom the church has been engaged in for the last fifty years. The church’s cultural center in Houston, a 40,000-square-foot space that was once a bowling alley, has served as an election site, a hub for community events, and a COVID-19 immunization center.



Within five years of Jaramogi’s passing, Monifa wrote two books that, for the first time since the publication of Black Christian Nationalism in 1972, outlined some of the Shrine’s beliefs and communal practices so that they would not be completely forgotten. Her book Genesis II: The Re-Creation of Black People (2001) was based on the black theology sermons Jaramogi planned with her and other ministers in his Houston apartment. It was a warning about the ways that “the society of which we are part is on a collision course with disaster.”

Working-class people were “doomed to extinction” (in Detroit, when the Great Recession came, Jaramogi’s prophecy of black economic obsolescence seemed to be fulfilled). “We are blind to the reality that the new millennium holds for us,” Monifa wrote, echoing Cleage’s words, which included “disintegration of family, of a quality life, of social continuity, and the threat of our very survival. We are still excluded from the mainstream of America. Ecological dangers can no longer be dismissed as the cult fact of flower children who lived beyond their time. Nuclear and chemical contamination threaten the very existence of human life upon a planet where man has poisoned the air, the earth, and the fresh water supply.”

When Monifa was writing this, new prisons were being built across the country. Unions were disappearing. Police brutality and gerrymandering persisted. Black preachers had lost their way by shouting the gospel of prosperity. “Even though we say we believe,” Monifa wrote, “our belief is not strong enough to motivate us to work sacrificially to build a New World.”

Monifa’s 2005 book, Mtoto House: Vision to Victory—Raising African American Children Communally, memorialized the Mtoto Houses in the hope that they might be used as prototypes for future attempts to provide black children with moral and intellectual educations. In 2019, the year I first spoke to Monifa, the Shrine finalized its sale of the Abington apartment complex in Detroit. No one lived on the seventh floor anymore, where the first Mtoto House was located and where Cleage once resided. The small group of old Black Christian Nationalists who stayed as renters, with expenses covered by the Shrine, occupied one side of the building as the other side underwent renovations. The website of the Abington Detroit, as the building is now called, advertises it as “modern luxury in a historic setting.”

Monifa has not been a member of the Shrine since 2007, though she still identifies as a Black Christian Nationalist. She is close with current and other ex-members of the church. She has attended weddings, funerals, and an event that former Mtoto House children threw in her honor. When the despair of the pandemic struck her in 2020, and she realized that twenty years had passed since Jaramogi Abebe’s death, Monifa spoke to him, even though he was gone. “That’s the time I had to talk with God and say, ‘You knew why I committed myself to this—and I committed everything to it,’” Monifa said. “‘God, you know my heart.’”

Over the phone, I asked Monifa about George Floyd’s murder soon after the protests began. What would Jaramogi have said about the global movement for racial justice or the violence that had killed Floyd, who had attended the same high school in Houston as some Shrine members had?

“If it was my child, I would’ve just fought like hell,” she said. “He was our brother.”

Monifa had recently listened again to the sermon Jaramogi gave on the morning the Detroit uprising began in 1967. Another video clip of the reverend speaking to an energetic crowd at the Mother Shrine about police brutality had started circulating on social media around this time as well. For Monifa, the Black Lives Matter movement was evidence that the revolutionary Holy Spirit was still operative. “[Jaramogi] mentioned that when black people are fed up and tired and know that this system is not only oppressing but killing us … it’s a righteous uprising. At this juncture, African Americans are going to have to be self-sufficient in their own communities.”

As she told me this, Monifa began to cry. She apologized for not speaking “programmatically,” for having no firm plan to disarm the slave culture, which tended to be as adaptive and resistant as the urges that had always been necessary to counteract it. “How do we become self-sufficient? How do we slowly detach ourselves from dependence on this system?”



Utopia is not a fiction set apart from history, but a method of shaping it. As joyful as it has been for me to speak with black people whose lives attest to this, I have also felt a chronic nausea, swerving between visions of an equitable future for all and their opposites—utopian dreams of an exclusionary future, in which the bodies, souls, and histories of non-whites are not only neglected but eradicated. There are other kinds of utopians who would kill my grandmother at prayer hour if they could. A four-hour drive from Beulah Land, in Charleston, South Carolina, the terrorist Dylann Roof, radicalized by his exposure to white nationalists online, murdered nine black churchgoers during Bible study at Mother Emanuel AME in 2015. Of the many mass shootings that have happened in the United States during my lifetime, Roof’s crime is, for me, the most indelible. His idea of a better world was one emptied of blacks, whom he viewed as an invasive species that might be tamed in a race war. He saw himself as the necessary catalyst for a new, purifying phase of history.

Warnings of a coming race war and fear of a “great replacement” have reemerged as potent rhetorical devices. Today, under the banner of white Christian nationalism, an increasingly vocal and politically powerful minority are attempting to redefine what it means to be an American and punish those who do not meet these strict criteria. White Christian nationalism is a broad belief system which asserts that white Americans, particularly evangelical Protestant men, should reclaim their divinely ordained dominion over lesser races and minority groups, through violence if necessary. The January 6 insurrection was a long-awaited coming-out moment for many of them. The Capitol rioters, many of whom sympathized with the goals of white Christian nationalism, hadn’t expected to walk so easily into their end-time vision of ethno-nationalist rule. Their revenge fantasies were a few broken doors away from fulfillment. What had once seemed unlikely was no longer speculative. The future was full of terrible possibilities.

On January 20, 2021, the day Joe Biden was sworn in as president, First Lady Jill Biden and the Republican senator Roy Blunt gave him an inauguration day gift at a reception: Landscape with Rainbow (1859), a pastoral painting by the black American artist Robert S. Duncanson. The image is Arcadian. It depicts a couple roaming through cattle-rich pastureland. They are dwarfed by the scale of an indigo sky, a placid body of water behind them, and a rainbow whose arc is so great that the viewer can only see its end point. Senator Blunt, who had been under siege with his colleagues in the Capitol two weeks earlier, described the image as “this classic ‘America as a paradise’ painting … For [Duncanson], a black artist, painting this painting that’s so much like an American utopia on the verge of a war that we would fight over slavery makes all of that even more interesting.” Despite Duncanson’s status as a black man in a slaveholding country, Blunt said, “obviously [he] was optimistic, even in 1859, about America.”

President Biden had promised in his inaugural address that “the dream of justice for all will be deferred no longer.” Like Blunt, his public cheeriness belied the severity of dark trends that were erupting into public life. In one of his first acts as president, Biden dissolved the 1776 Commission, which Donald Trump had established as a presidential advisory committee the previous fall. Two days before the inauguration, the Commission published its 1776 Report, a propaganda document that took an apologist stance toward slavery in the United States, pined for the glorious years when pioneers cleared America’s “untamed wilderness,” and called for a “rediscovery of our shared identity rooted in our founding principles.” The report also invoked the American Civil War. Unlike Senator Blunt, however, who meant to dispel the notion that violence was inevitable, the report’s authors seemed to anticipate further conflict. They wrote that contemporary political divisions were reminiscent of “those between the Confederate and Union forces […] They amount to a dispute over not only the history of our country but also its present purpose and future direction.”

They were correct that we are now at a crossroads. We are witnessing a clash of utopian perspectives on what the United States ought to be. Like Albert Cleage’s Black Christian Nationalists, white Christian nationalists hope for a world that will soon be wholly transformed. Many believe that they are God’s chosen people, and they are mainly concerned with protecting the integrity of their spiritual nation. They fabricate grand narratives of a romantic past for their race, and they interpret social upheavals as preludes to an apocalypse that will reorganize the distribution of social, political, and economic power. But the liberation theology that the Black Christian Nationalists embodied is, in many ways, the antithesis of white Christian nationalism. White Christian nationalists understand the dispossession and diminishment of blacks—and many others—as a task prescribed by God, not a notion anathema to Him. They would limit our collective sense of who will thrive in the future, whereas those who have been touched by Cleage’s message of black dignity wish to expand what it means to create a beloved community today.

In her GQ profile of Roof, Rachel Kaadzi Ghansah wrote that what the killer “didn’t understand when he walked into that church was the genius of black America’s survival and the nature of our overcoming.” He knew nothing of the ways black people had used “their fugitivity, their grief, their history for good.” Cleage likely would have agreed. The true radicalism of his movement, the Black Madonna, and the Black Messiah was their insistence that the classical myths undergirding our nation’s history are just that—tales that, though powerful, are not settled. The nature of myths is that they are open to elaboration by anyone who believes they can tell a better and more enduring story.






The Cumberland
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When I was a child, my grandfather Ruffus drove me down a country path in Promise Land that led to a quiet glade. It was a cemetery. The tree canopy turned whatever sunlight slipped through a dark blue. More than the silence of this place or Papa’s sudden solemnity, I was unsettled by something unknown. My grandfather could not account for everyone who was buried here. Some of the graves belonged to family on his mother’s side, but most of the dates and names on the headstones had worn away. We were there to tend the grave sites. It would have taken more people and time to properly restore these grounds.

As we cleared brush, Papa said he wanted me to take care of the cemetery after he died. He paced the graveyard slowly, looking much like he did when walking the tilled rows of his garden in Detroit. He believed that by tending the lands that fed us in life and housed us in death, we committed ourselves to a relationship with it as fruitful as any we might have with another person. He was the first to suggest to me that the places we so easily call our own have not been guaranteed to us but are earned through continual care. Long before Detroit meant anything to me beyond my grandparents’ home, Papa sometimes took me to a neglected playground nearby to pick up scattered trash. Once I had done my share, I would scale the park’s geodesic dome and linger atop it like a spider, wondering how I would get back down. Papa took these outings more seriously. He was imagining the community that might arise where once there had only been garbage and weeds. And at some point, other children did come.

In Detroit, I had always been surrounded by people who, on vastly different scales, honed their ability to find life in discarded places. In backyard gardens, apartment communes, churches, and other shrines, new principles for what a community and one’s own life could be were constantly being articulated. The Shrine of the Black Madonna did not reflect the world in its totality. The Black Christian Nationalists’ many social projects did not, for instance, address issues specifically affecting black trans and queer people during the worst years of the AIDS epidemic. These communities have been central to present-day currents in black utopian thought, which generally embrace perspectives that are less bound to hierarchy and patriarchy than those found in the Shrine.

But for many people, the church accomplished something that few other institutions of its time had done: it made clear that black Americans belonged in a long, global struggle for the commons. Black Christian Nationalism was a hidden chapter in the book of historical movements toward a world less structured around exploitation and greed, and more attuned to the sacrosanct nature of black lives. The movement imagined black futures where others saw only hellfire. It was, at least for a time, the face of a mighty tendency.



Papa’s answer to people who asked where he was from was “the place where everyone’s trying to go.” After learning of the pain that migrated from Papa’s neck to his shoulders and chest in spring 2010, his doctor cleared him to return home again for the Promise Land Festival that June. He spent three weeks there under the care of my grandmother, aunt, and uncle before returning to Detroit. The tumor soon found on his chest was the size of a baseball. My aunt Yolanda immersed herself in his care. She kept a blog to track her father’s healing journey.

Sunday, August 8, 2010: “The first thing Daddy did was go out to his garden. He had been concerned about the lack of water … But all was well in his collard green, cucumber, tomato, and squash land.”

On August 12, Papa watched me cut his lawn. I saw that he was thinning. The hospital bed in the den of his house was an intruder. It rearranged the order of our lives. Auntie wanted to get Papa a jigsaw puzzle of the Promise Land School to help him pass the time. He wasn’t interested. He watched Bonanza and CNN, ate pork skins, and listened to commentaries by the preacher Kenneth Hagin. Yolanda and my uncle Harry often drove up from Columbus to visit. Shortly after Papa’s diagnosis, he and Granny moved to Promise Land. Papa did not leave Detroit without first making sure the city knew that he loved it as much as he loved where he was about to go next. He kept checking the house for belongings, going in and out, down to the basement and coming back up again. Yolanda was telling him they had to go. He snapped at her. He never did that. He said goodbye to his garden.

Once they arrived in Promise Land, his pains briefly eased. “When we hit his land and got to his home,” Yolanda told me, “Dad walked that whole area. I mean, he just walked and looked at his flowers and looked at the grass. It was like he had not experienced some excruciating pain just hours before. That place was magic for him.”

My mother and I had seen him around Easter at a family gathering for Papa in Columbus. The last time I saw him, he was dancing the Cupid Shuffle, dipping his shoulders and rising again. When he sat to rest, he looked around at all of us who had come. Back in Promise Land, Papa asked for Yolanda whenever she left for Ohio to reset and check on her children. She always returned. Eventually, Papa stopped eating. My family could no longer get him to the hospital in Nashville and arranged for hospice care. They listened to the nurse and they listened to the Holy Spirit.

One July Sunday, the Spirit told Yolanda that by the time Harry came that day, her father would be gone. A few members of the family milled in the house and outside. Granny and Yolanda carefully monitored who was allowed into the master bedroom, where Papa rested. He was on morphine. Yolanda heard his shallow breathing. She told her mother, who was searching for something in her dresser drawer, that she needed to come over immediately. They watched over and put their hands on him. His breathing calmed at the familiar voices. My grandfather died on the grounds he hoped those of us who were left would tend.



Driving past Granny and Papa’s old house in Detroit years later, I watched young black boys around a hoop on the street miss their shots and try again. They paused and parted as my mother and I rolled by. We remarked on cosmetic changes. A truck was in the driveway of the Steel Street house and blocking my view of the side door. I used to run through that door whenever my basketball bounced off the hoop mounted on the garage and rattled the wasp’s nest hanging in the tree. Although these things were not there anymore, I saw the afterimages of a porch cover and bushes, a peach tree in the backyard, tomato and pepper plants in the old garden, a girlfriend’s sundress over the grass.

Shortly after the pandemic began, I joined a virtual coffee hour after one of the Shrine’s online services to introduce myself. One man said to me, “Welcome home, brother.” I don’t know if he was in Detroit, Atlanta, Houston, or somewhere else. Church was no place at all, and I tried to recall the verse about holy places and the body of Christ not requiring a physical presence. Cleage had written something to that effect: “The Promised Land is a state of being in which people achieve the kind of existence God intended men to have.”

I did wonder. Many of us—my family and people of the Shrine—had been in Detroit together and were unknown to one another. Who would we have been had we broken bread together? All of us were told that the good church leads to a city, and that this city would lift the church towards perfection. The city, whether earthbound or celestial, was a beautiful place that we ran to meet.

Today, Granny says “God will handle it” when asked what may happen to her and Papa’s home in Promise Land when she is gone. Her surrender to heaven implies a request. She is asking God to work through her children and grandchildren. The only way for Him to do that was if we did not stop looking for Him. In the years since Papa’s death, those of us who have lost touch with the religion of our grandmother have expanded the meaning of God. It is a name that means: returning to a place we thought behind us, a state we once believed to be in the untouchable above.






Rest
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Cheza is Kiswahili for “play,” or what Monifa described to me as “a brief pause in the struggle.” In the Shrine, Cheza was a party, once held at least three times a year around holidays, celebrating the renewal of communal love. This, too, had a purpose. Jaramogi Abebe knew that if he was going to direct his young people away from slave pleasures, like excessive drinking at bars, they would need structured time and space for recreation. In the Shrine’s fellowship halls, the training groups had their own tables with refreshments. There was a year in the mid-1980s when Monifa was in charge of decorations. She bought strobe lights, hats, horns, and table centerpieces.

Jaramogi sat at his own table sipping Johnnie Walker Red as members of the church went up and spoke with him. Dancers did the Funky Chicken and breakdanced in a Soul Train line. The song that put a little tap in Jaramogi’s foot was George Benson’s “This Masquerade.”

Minutes before midnight on New Year’s Eve, Monifa joined a circle of more than one hundred people that formed to recite the Cheza pledge:

“I believe in the healing powers of the revolutionary BCN group process.”

“I pledge to bring a black counterculture into being by expressing a wider and deeper love and respect for my brothers and sisters in my everyday life.”

“I feel the love and power of the group passing through my hands and strengthening both heart and mind for the struggle in which we are joined.”

“I can sense the communal oneness which binds us together in a sacred brotherhood.”

“May God and the Black Nation be my witness.”

“I exist to take Black Christian Nationalism to black people everywhere!”

They kept hollering I exist! and the DJ put on a song. “Lean on Me” or “We’ve Been Blessed.” Every person in the circle received the right hand of fellowship, and if for some reason you were on the outside, they hugged and lifted you until you were pulled in.
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	Promised Land, SC

	Promised Lands

	Promiseland (Bethel)

	Promise Land, TN; cemetery in; decline of; founding of; Gilbert Town section of; heirs’ property in; interracial contacts in; peak of; St. John Church in

	Promise Land Community Club

	Promise Land Festival

	Promise Land Heritage Association

	Promise Land Road

	Promise Land School

	Promise Land Singers

	Prophet of the Black Nation (Ward)

	psychology






	quantum field theory






	race work

	Radical Reformation

	Rajneesh Dhyan Yoga

	Randolph, A. Philip

	Rawls, Polly

	Reality Therapy (Glasser)

	Reconstruction

	Red Cross

	Redden, Charlie

	religious movements; cults

	Republican Party

	Republic of New Afrika (RNA)

	Resora

	Respes, Abel

	Reuther, Walter

	Revelation, Book of

	Revolutionary Action Movement (RAM)

	Ribbron, Emma

	Ribbron, Wallace “Jomo”

	Riessman, Frank

	Roach, Max

	Robertson, Aaron: childhood of; maternal grandparents of; mother of; stepfather of

	Robertson, Bettie “Granny” (grandmother)

	Robertson, Dorian (father); Ali and; assault witnessed by; Cindy and; guns purchased by; hotel robbery of; imprisonment of; letters to Aaron from; marriage of

	Robertson, Hattie Redden

	Robertson, Hersey

	Robertson, James

	Robertson, Kelly

	Robertson, Oscar

	Robertson, Ruffus “Papa” (grandfather)

	Robeson, Paul

	Robichaud High School

	Rochdale Equitable Pioneers’ Society

	Rockwell, George Lincoln

	Rodin, Auguste

	Rodney, Walter

	Romney, George

	Roof, Dylann

	Roosevelt, Eleanor

	Roy, Ralph Lord

	Ruins, The (Volney)

	Russell Street Gang

	Russia






	St. John Church

	St. John’s Congregational Church

	St. Mark’s Community Church

	St. Mark’s United Presbyterian Church

	St. Mary’s Seminary

	Samson

	Sanchez, Sonia

	Sanders, Madelyn

	San Francisco, CA

	San Francisco Examiner

	Santa Maria Elementary School

	satyagraha

	Scandinavia; see also Sweden

	School of Black Studies (SBS)

	schools and education; Alkebu-lan Academy; black history in; in Detroit; integration of; in Sweden; in Tennessee

	Science of Creative Intelligence

	scientific racism

	Sea Islands

	Second World War

	Seegars, Andrew “JB”

	segregation; separate but equal doctrine in; see also integration

	1776 Commission

	Shabazz, Betty

	Shepher, Joseph

	Shepherd, Clovis R.
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	Shrine of the Black Madonna; African names adopted in; agricultural, technical, and manufacturing program of; Alkebu-lan Academy of; Ashanti and Black Star Co-operatives of; in Atlanta; Beulah Land farm of; Black Madonna mural in; Cairo aid campaign of; Central Congregational Church renamed as; changes in liturgical practices of; Cheza in; Committee to Aid Draft Objectors of; communal budget of; consciousness movement and; continued community involvement of; Cultural Center and Bookstore of; dwindling membership in; expansion of; fashion and cabaret extravaganzas of; financial difficulties of; food co-op of; fundraising of; grant received by; Hjelm’s films on; Holy Order of Nzinga at; in Houston; kazi in; KUA philosophy of; Maccabees security force of; ministerial training program of; missionary outreach of; National Training Center and Residence Hall of; New Afrikan Independence Movement and; Operation Kodi of; Peoples Temple and; properties sold by; reincorporated as Pan-African Orthodox Christian Church; School of Black Studies of; as social experiment laboratory; social services arm of; theater troupe of; women in; Young at; Y2K and; see also Black Christian Nationalism; Central Congregational Church

	sickle cell anemia

	Simoni, Anna

	Singleton, Benjamin “Pap”

	sit-ins

	Six-Day War

	Skinner, B. F.

	slaves, slavery; abolitionists and; Bible and; Christianity and; Emancipation and; Fugitive Slave Act and; iron industry and; slave culture; see also freedpeople

	Small Groups (Shepherd)

	Smith, Alphonso

	Smith, Woodrow, Jr.

	Smithsonian Institution

	Social Democrats

	Social Gospel

	socialism; Christian

	Socialist Workers Party

	Social Sixteen Club

	Society of Arts and Crafts

	Song of Songs

	Sonia Shankman Orthogenic School

	“Sonny’s Blues” (Baldwin)

	Soul City

	Soul Fire Farm

	soul force

	South; Black Belt of; civil rights protests in; Confederacy; New Afrikan Independence Movement and

	South Carolina; Beulah Land in; Charleston church shooting in; Promised Land

	Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC)

	Southern Poverty Law Center

	Soviet Union; Afghanistan’s war with; Nazi Germany and; preschools in

	Springfield, MA

	Spring Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam

	Stacey, Robert

	Stalin Prize

	Stallings, George Augustus

	Stanford, Max

	Staples, Cindy (mother)

	Staples, Heidi (grandmother)

	Staples, James (grandfather)

	Steinberg, Martha Jean “the Queen”

	Stockholm Peace Appeal

	Stone, Merlin

	Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC)

	Students for a Democratic Society

	Supreme Court: Brown v. Board of Education; Laird v. Tatum; Milliken v. Bradley; Plessy v. Ferguson
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	Sweet Sweetback’s Baadassss Song

	Sykes, Thomas and Letitia
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	Taylor-Stevenson ranch

	Tennessee; Colored Conventions in; Dickson; education system in; Free Hill; Nashville; Promise Land, see Promise Land, TN
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	Terkel, Studs

	Texas; Houston

	Texas Rangers

	Third Covenant

	Thoreau, Henry David

	Thurman, Howard

	Tiger, Lionel

	Tillich, Paul

	time

	Tisdale, Andre

	Tisdale, Jilo

	Tittle, Ernest Fremont

	total institutions

	totalitarianism

	trans and queer people

	Transcendentalists

	“Transformation” (Agyeman)

	Trask, Neil Webster

	True Believer, The (Hoffer)

	Trump, Donald

	Turner, Henry McNeal

	Tuskegee Institute






	Underground Church, The (Boyd, ed.)

	Underground Railroad

	Undiscovered Self, The (Jung)

	unions

	Union Theological Seminary

	United Auto Workers (UAW)

	United Church of Christ

	United House of Prayer

	United Nations

	United War Veterans for Defense of the U.S. Constitution

	Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA)

	University of Houston

	University of Mississippi

	University of Southern California

	Urban League

	USDA (U.S. Department of Agriculture)

	utopias; Acts verses and; compromises and; fascist; Jones and; kibbutzim and; time and; white supremacist; see also black utopianism






	Vanleer, Essie

	Vanleer, Washington

	Van Peebles, Melvin

	Vaughn, Edward; bookstore of; Detroit rebellion and; Dowdell and; Shrine cooperative enterprises led by

	Vietnam, Democratic Republic of

	Vietnam War; deserters from; opposition to

	Virgil (factory worker)

	Voice of the Black Nation

	Volney, C. F.






	Walden Two (Skinner)

	Waldon, Bernard

	Waldon, Bernard “Barney,” Jr.

	Waldon, Rose Brooks

	Walk to Freedom

	Wallace, George

	Wall Street Journal, The

	Ward, Harry

	Ward, Hiley

	War in America (Obadele)

	Warnock, Raphael

	Washington, Booker T.

	Washington, Grover, Jr.

	Washington, Joseph R., Jr.

	Watts Rebellion

	Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments (Hartman)

	Weaver, Kitty

	welfare

	Wells, H. G.

	West Side Human Relations Council

	Wheeler School

	When God Was a Woman (Stone)

	White, Horace

	White Hats

	white nationalists

	white supremacists; Aryan Nations

	Wideman, John Edgar

	Wilfred X

	Women in the Kibbutz (Tiger and Shepher)

	Woodstock Byrdcliffe Guild

	workplace unrest

	Works Progress Administration

	World Peace Council

	World System

	World War I

	World War II

	Worley, Jewell Eralene

	Worthy, William

	Wretched of the Earth, The (Fanon)

	Wright, James

	Wright, Richard






	Yale University

	Yette, Samuel

	yoga

	Young, Andrew

	Young, Coleman

	Y2K






	Zionism
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