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James Baldwin was born in Harlem, the first of nine children. From his novel Go
Tell It on the Mountain (1953) and his story The Rockpile, we learn how extremely
painful was the relationship between the father and his eldest son. David Baldwin,
son of a slave, was a lay preacher rigidly committed to a vengeful God who would
eventually judge white people as they deserved; in the meantime, much of the
vengeance was taken out on James. His father’s “unlimited capacity for introspec-
tion and rancor,” as the son later put it, must have had a profound effect on the
sermonizing style Baldwin was to develop. Just as important was his conversion
and resulting service as a preacher in his father's church, as we can see from both
the thythm and message of his prose—which is very much a spoken prose.

Baldwin did well in school and, having received a hardship deferment from
military service (his father was dying), began to attach himself to Greenwich Vil-
lage, where he concentrated on the business of becoming a writer. In 1944 he met
Richard Wright, at that time “the greatest black writer in the world for me,” in
whose early books Baldwin “found expressed, for the first time in my life, the
sorrow, the rage, and the murderous bitterness which was eating up my life and
the lives of those about me.” Wright helped him win a Eugene Saxton fellowship,
and in 1948, when Baldwin went to live in Paris, he was following Wright’s foot-
steps (Wright had become an expatriate to the same city a year earlier). It is perhaps
for this reason that in his eatly essays written for Partisan Review and published in
1955 as Notes of a Native Son (with the title’s explicit reference to Wright's novel)
Baldwin dissociated himself from the image of American life found in Wright's
“protest work” and, as Ralph Fllison was also doing, went about protesting in his
own way.

As far as his novels are concerned, Baldwin’s way involved a preoccupation with
the intertwining of sexual with racial concerns, particularly in America. His inter-
est in what it means to be black and homosexual in relation to white society is most
fully and interestingly expressed in his long and somewhat ragged third. novel,
Another Country (1962). (He had previously written Go Tell It on the Mountain,
and a second novel, Giovanni’s Room, 1955, about a white expatriate in Paris and
Yis male lover.) Another Country contains scenes full of lively detail and intelligent
reflection, although it lacks—as do all his novels—a compelling design that draws

the book together. In his novels Baldwin made slight use of the talents for irony
and sly teasing he is master of in ‘his essays; nor, unlike Ellison or Mailer, did he
show much interest in stylistic experimentation. : ‘

Baldwin's imagination is intensely social and reveals itself most passionately and
variously in his collections of-essays, of which Notes of a Native Son is probably
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the best, and in what many would judge his finest piece of writing, Letter from:a -

Region of My Mind (in The Fire Next Time, 1963). This essay, the frst half of

which is printed here, was first published in The New Yorker and probably hada.

greater effect on white liberals than on the blacks who read it. In its firm Fejectiop
of separatism between the races as preached by the Black Muslims and their leader,
Elijah Muhammad, it spoke out for love as the difficult and necessary way out of

slavery and race hatred. Today, with all that has happened since its appearance, it

is still a fresh and moving utterance, directed as the best of Baldwin’s essays are by
a beautifully controlled speaking voice, alternately impressing on us its accents of
polite directness, sardonic irony, or barely controlled fury.

His later novels, Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone (1968) and Just Above

My Head (1979), were overlong and tended toward the shapeless. Like Mailer,
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Baldwin risked advertising himself too strenuously and sometimes fell into stri-
dency and sentimentality. Like Ellison he experienced many pressures to be some-
thing more than just a writer, but he nevertheless produced a respectable series of
novels and stories, even if no single fiction of his is comparable in breadth and
daring to Invisible Man. There has surely been no black writer better able to imag-
ine white experience, to speak in various tones of different kinds and behaviors of
people or places other than his own. In its sensitivity to shades of discrimination
and moral shape, and in its commitment—despite everything—to America, his
voice was comparable in importance to that of any person of letters from recent
decades, and tributes paid to him at his death were agreed on that fact. -

From The Fire Next Time!
[Part I}

I underwent; during the summer that I became fourteen, a prolonged reli-
gious crisis. I use the word “religious” in the common, and arbitrary, sense,
meaning that I then discovered God, His saints and angels, and His blazing
Hell. And since I had been born in a Christian nation, I accepted this Deity
as the only one. I supposed Him to exist only within the walls of a church—
in fact, of our church—and I also supposed that God and safety were synony-
fmous. The word “safety” brings us to the real meaning of the word “religious”
as we use it. Therefore, to state it in another, more accurate way, 1 became,
during my fourteenth year, for the first time in my life, afraid—afraid of the
evil within me and afraid of the evil without. What I saw around me that
cummer in Harlem was what I had always seen; nothing had changed. But
now, without any warning, the whores and pimps and racketeers on the Ave-
nue? had become a personal menace. It had not before occurred to me that I
could become one of them, but now I realized that we had been produced by
the same circumstances. Many of my comrades were clearly headed for the
Avenue, and my father said that [ was headed that way, too. My friends began
to drink and smoke, and embarked—at first avid, then groaning—on their

sexual careers. Girls, only slightly older than I was, who sang in the choir or

taught Sunday school, the children of holy parents, underwent, before my
eyes, their incredible metamorphosis, of which the most bewildering aspect
was not their budding breasts or their rounding behinds but something deeper
and more subtle, in their eyes, their heat, their odor, and the inflection of

their voices. Like the strangers on the Avenue, they became, in the twinkling

of an eye, unutterably different and fantastically present. Owing to the way [
had been raised, the abrupt discomfort that all this aroused in me and the fact

that I had no idea what my voice or my mind or my body was likely to do next
caused me to consider myself one of the most depraved people on earth. Mat-

ters were not helped by the fact that these holy girls seemed rather to enjoy my

. Letter from a Region of My Mind, of which the first timet"—alludes to what Baldwin terms at the book’s

half is printed here, was originally published in The conclusion “the fulfillment of that prophecy, recreated

‘New Yorker in 1962, then combineéd-with a shorter es- from the Bible in song by a slave,” which we will suffer
sty to make up The Fire Next Time (1963). In the sec-  if we do not “end the racial nightmare, and achieve
ond half of the Letter, Baldwin describes in detail his  our country.”

impressions of the Black Muslims and their leader, Eli- 2. Lenox Avenue, the main street running through
~-jah Muhammad. The book's epigraph—"God gave  Harlem.
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terrified lapses, our grim, guilty, tormented experiments; which were at once
as chill and joyless as the Russian steppes and hotter, by far, than all the fires
of Hell. '

Yet there was something deeper than these changes, and less definable, that
frightened me. It was real in both the boys and the girls, but it was, some’how
more vivid in the boys. In the case of the gils, one watched them turning into
matrons before they had become women. They began to manifest a curious
and really rather terrifying single-mindedness. It is hard to say exactly how this
was'conveyed: something implacable in the set of the lips, somiething farseeing
(seeing .what?) in the eyes, some new and crushing determination in the walk
somethlqg peremptory in the voice. They did not tease us, the boys, any morel-
they reprimanded us sharply, saying, “You better be thinking about your soul!’;
For the gitls also saw the evidence on the Avenue, knew what the price would
be, for them, of one misstep, knew that they had to be protected and that we
were the only protection there was. They understood that they must act as
God’s decoys, saving the souls of the boys for Jesus and binding the bodies of
v.the boys in marriage. For this was the beginning of our burning time, and “It

is better,” said St. Paul—who elsewhere, with a most unusual and.s’tunning
exactness, described himself as a “wretched man”—“to marry than to burn.”
And I began to feel in the boys a curious, wary, bewildered dcspair,‘ as though
they were now settling in for the long, hard winter of life. I did not know then
what it was that I was reacting to; I put it to myself that they were letting
thqmse]ves go. In the same way that the girls were destined to gain as much
weight as their mothers, the boys, it was clear, would rise no higher than their
fathers. School began to reveal itself, therefore, as a child’s game that one
could not win, and boys dropped out of school and went to work.. My father
wanted me to do the same. I refused, even though Ino longer had any illusions
about what an education could do for me; I had already encountered too many
col];ge—graduate handymen. My friends were now “downtown,” busy, as they
put it, “fighting the man.” They began o care less about the way they looked
the way they dressed, the things they did; presently, one found them in two;
and.threes and fours, in a hallway, sharing a jug of wine or a bottle of whiskey
talking, cursing, fighting, sometimes weeping: lost, and unable to say what i,t
was that oppressed them, except that they knew it was “the man”—the white
man. And there seemned to be no way whatever to remove this cloud that stood
between them and the sun, between them and love and life and power
between thern and whatever it was that they wanted. One did not have to bé
very bright to realize fiow little one could do to change one’s situation; one did
not ,hav_e to be abrormally sensitive to be worn down to a Cuttingiedge by
the incessant and gratuitious humiliation and danger one encountered every
working day, all day long. The humiliation did not apply merely to working
days, or workers; [ was thirteen and was crossing Fifth Avenue on my way to
the Forty-second Street library, and the cop in the middle of the street mut-
tered as I passed him, “Why don’t you niggers stay uptown where you belong?”
When 1 was ten, and didn't look, certainly, any older, two policemen amused
themsel\_/es .Wl’(h me by frisking me, making comic (and terrifying) speculations
concerning my ancestry and probable sexual prowess, and for good measure
leaving me flat on my back in one of Harlem’s empty lots. Just before and ther;

3. I Corinthians 7.9
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during the Second World War, many of my friends fled into the service, all to
be changed there, and rarely for the better, many to be ruined, and many to
die. Others fled to other states.and cities—that is, to other ghettos. Some went
on wine or whiskey or the needle, and are still on it. And others, like me, fled
into the church. '

For the wages of sin were visible everywhere, in every wine-stained and
urine-splashed hallway, in every clanging ambulance bell, in every scar on the
faces of the pimps and their whores, in every helpless, newborn: baby being
brought into this danger, in every knife and pistol fight on the Avenue, and in
every disastrous bulletin: a cousin, mother of six, suddenly gone mad, the
children parcelled out here and there; an indestructible aunt rewarded for years
of hard labor by a slow, agonizing death in a terrible small room; someone’s
bright son blown into eternity by his own hand; another turned robber and
carried off to jail. It was a summer of dreadful speculations and discoveries, of
which these were not the worst. Crime became real, for example—for the first
time—not as a possibility but as the possibility. One would never defeat one’s
circumstances by working and saving one’s pennies; one would never, by work-
ing, acquire that many pennies, and, besides, the social treatment accorded
even the most successful Negroes proved that one needed, in order to be free,
something more than a bank account. One needed a handle, a lever, a means
of inspiring fear. It was absolutely clear that the police would whip you and
take you in as long as they could get away with it, and that everyone else—
housewives, taxi-drivers, elevator boys, dishwashers, bartenders, lawyers,
judges, doctors, and grocers—would never, by the operation of any generous
human feeling, cease to use you as an outlet for his frustrations and hostilities.
Neither civilized reason nor Christian love would cause any of those people to
treat you as they presurnably wanted to be treated; only the fear of your power
to retaliate would cause them to do that, or to seem to do it, which was (and
is) good enough. There appears to be a vast amount of confusion on this point,
but'I do not know many Negroes who are eager to be “accepted” by white
people, still less to be loved by them; they, the blacks, simply don’t wish to be
beaten over the head by the whites every instant of our brief passage on this
planet. White people in this country will have quite enough to do in learning
how to accept and love themselves and each other, and when they have
achieved this—which will not be tomorrow and may very well be never—the
Negro problem will no longer exist, for it will no longer be nieeded.

People more advantageously placed than we in Harlem were, and are, will
no doubt find the psychology and the view of human nature sketched above
dismal and shocking in the extreme. But the Negro’s experience of the white
world cannot possibly create iri him any respect for the standards by which the
white world claims to live. His own condition is overwhelming proof that
white people do not live by these standards. Negro servants have been smug-
gling odds and ends out of white homes for generations, and white people have
been delighted to have them do it, because it has assuaged a dim guilt and
testified to the intrinsic superiority of white people. Even the most doltish and
servile Negro could scarcely fail to be impressed by the disparity between his
situation and that of the people for whom he worked; Negroes who were nei-
ther doltish nor servile did not feel that they were doing anything wrong when
they robbed white people. In spite of the Puritan-Yankee equation of virtue
with well-being, Negroes had excellent reasons for doubting that money was
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made or kept by any very striking adherence to the Christian vi i i

' ristian virtues; it certainly
did not work that way for black Christians. In any case, white people, who haZl
robbed black people of their liberty and who profited by this theft every hour

t{xat .theAy lived, had no moral ground on which to stand. They had the judges
the juries, the shotguns, the law—in a word, power. But it was a criminai

power, to be feared but not respected, and to be outwitted in any way whatever. '

And those virtues preached but not practiced by the white world were merel
another means of holding Negroes in subjection. !
It »t'urned out, then, that summer, that the moral barriers that I had supposed
to exist between me and the dangers of a criminal career were so tenuous as to
be nearly nonexistent. I certainly could not discover any principled reason for
not becorpmg a criminal, and it is not my poor, God-fearing parents who
are to be indicted for the lack but this society. I was icily determined—more
determlped, really, than I then knew—never to make my peace with the ghetto
but to die and go to Hell before I would let any white man spit on me {g)efore
I would accept my “place” in this republic. I did not intend to allow tl;e white
people of this country to tell me who I was, and limit me that way, and polish
me off that way. Apd yet, of course, at the same time, I was bcing>spat 0131 and
defined and described and limited, and could have been polished off with no
effort whatever. Every Negro boy—in my situation during those years, at
'leas.t—who reaches this point realizes, at once, profoundly, because he wants
to hvg, that he stands in great peril and must find, with ;peed a “thing,” a
gxmm.lck, to lift him out, to start him on his way. And it does no;f matter %\;hat
the gimmick is. It was this last realization that terrified me and—since it
revealed that the door opened on so many dangers—helped to hurl me ‘into
the church. And, by an unforeseeable paradox, it was my career in the churc
thz;i turnﬁd out, precisely, to be my gimmick. =
or when [ tried to assess my capabilities, I realized
In order tg achieve the life I Wantid, I had been dZaI?l?tt i!éﬁeﬁ?ooiizogi
worst possible hand. T could not become a prizeﬁglxter;man)' of us trieci but
very few succeeded. 1 could not sing. I could not dance. I had been well
;ond;tloned by the world in which I grew up, so I did not yet dare take the
1.dea of becoming a writer seriously. The only other possibility seemed- to
involve my be.coming one of the sordid people on the Avenue, who were not
really as sgrdld as I then imagined but who frightened mé terribly, both
becausell did not want to live that life and because of what they made m’e feel
Everything inflamed me, and that was bad enough, but.I myself had alsc;
become a source of fire and temptation. I had been far too well raised, alas, to
;srp;p(fe tha%) any of the ext.remely explicit overtures made to me that syumm,er, :
Womee;m?s dy bo;}/ls. and girls ‘but also, more alarmingly, by older men and
o s .(;a anyt] mg.to dp with my attFactiveness. On the contrary, since the
Harlem idea of seduction is, to put it mildly, blunt, whatever these people saw
n Ime mer_el.y confirmed my sense of my depravity. o P
me’iclislecssr'ta;nly sad that the awak@ing of one’s senses should lead to sucha
s gﬁeggent of opeself—to say nothing of the time and anguish one .
oot to srtf)f;t tﬁ arrive at any other—but it is also inevitable that a literal
b o m 1’1~ the flesh shogld be made among black people like those
el e;i ew up. Negroes in this country—and Negroes do not, strictly
ey rr}iom ;ng, }?X'm in any other—are taught really to despise themselves
nt their eyes open on the world. This world is white and they-
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are black. White people hold the power, which means that they are superior
to blacks (intrinsically, that is: God decreed it so), and the world has innumera-
ble ways of making this difference known and felt and feared. Long before the
Negro child perceives this difference, and even longer before he understands
it, he has begun to react to it, he has begun to be controlled by it. Every effort
made by the child’s elders to prepare him for a-fate from which they cannot
protect him causes him secretly, in terror, to begin to await, without knowing
that he is doing so, his mysterious and inexorable punishment. He must be
“good” not only in order to please his parents and not only to avoid being
punished by them; behind their authority stands another, nameless and imper-
sonal; infinitely harder to please, and bottornlessly cruel. And this filters into
the child’s consciousness through his parents’ tone of voice as he is being
exhorted, punished, or loved; in the sudden, uncontrollable note of fear heard
in his mother’s or his father’s voice when he has strayed beyond some particu-
lar boundary. He does not know what the boundary is, and he can get no
explanation of it, which is frightening enough, but the fear he hears in the
voices of his elders is more frightening still. The fear that I heard in my father's
voice, for example, when he realized that I really believed could do anything
2 white boy could do, and had every intention of proving it, was not at all like
the fear | heard when one of us was ill or had fallen down the stairs or strayed
too far from the house. It was another fear, a fear that the child, in challenging
the white world’s assumptions, was putting himself in the path of destruction.
A child cannot, thank Heaven, know how vast and how merciless is the nature
of power, with what unbelievable cruelty people treat each other. He reacts to
the fear in his parents’ voices because his parents hold up the world for him
and he has no protection without thern. 1 defended myself, as I imagined,
against the fear my father made me feel by remembering that he was very old-
fashioned. Also, I prided myself on the fact that [ already knew how to outwit
him. To defend oneself against a fear is simply to insute that’one will, one
‘day, be conquered by it; fears must be faced. As for one’s wits, it is just not
true that one can live by them—not, that is, if one wishes really to live. That
summer, in any case, all the fears with which T had grown up, and which were
now a part of me and controlled my vision of the world, rose up like 2 wall
between the world and me, and drove me into the church.
. As I look back, everything I did seems curiously deliberate, though it cer-
tainly did not seem deliberate then. For example, 1 did not join the church of
which my father was a member and in which he preached: My best friend in
school, who attended a different church, had already “surrendered his life to
+the Lord,” and he was very anxious about my soul’s salvation. (I wasn't, but
any human attention was better than none.) One Saturday afternoon, he took
meto his church. There were no services that day, and the church was empty,
except for some women cleaning and some other women praying. My friend
took me into the back room to meet his pastor—a worman. There she sat, in
her robes, smiling, an extremely proud and handsome woman, with Africa,
Europe, and the America of the American Indian blended in her face. She
‘was perhaps forty-five”dr fifty at this time, and in our world she was a very
celebrated woman. My friend was about to introduce me wher she looked at
.me and smiled and said, “Whose little boy are you?” Now this, unbelievably,
‘was precisely the phrase used by pimps and racketeers on the Avenue when
they suggested, both humorously and intensely, that I “hang out” with them.
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Perhaps part of the terror they had caused me to feel came from the fact that |
unquestionably wanted to be somebody’s little boy. I was so frightened, and at
the mercy of so many conundrums, that inevitably, that summer, someone
would have taken me over; one doesn’t, in Harlem, long remain standing on
any auction block. It was my good luck—perhaps—that I found myself in the
church racket instead of some other, and surrendered to a spiritual seduction
long before T came to any carnal knowledge. For when the pastor asked me,
with that marvellous smile, “Whose little boy are you?” my heart replied at
once, “Why, yours.”

The summer wore on, and things got worse. I became more guilty and more
frightened, and kept all this bottled up inside me, and naturally, inescapably,
one night, when this woman had finished preaching, everything came roaring,
screaming, crying out, and I fell to the ground before the altar, It was the
strangest sensation I have ever had in my life—up to that time, or since. I had
not known that it was going to happen, or that it could happen. One moment
I was on my feet, singing and clapping and, at the same time, working out in
my hegd the plot of a play I'was working on then; the next moment, with no
transition, no sensation of falling, I was on my back, with the lights beating
down into my face and all the vertical saints above me. I did not know what 1
was doing down so low, or how I had got there. And the anguish that filled
me cannot be described. ‘It moved in me like one of those foods that devastate
counties, tearing everything down, tearing children from their parents and
lovers from each other, and making everything an unrecognizable waste. All 1
really remember is the pain, the unspeakable pain; it was as though I were
yelling up to Heaven and Heaven would not hear me. And if Heaven would
not hear me, if love could not descend from Heaven—to wash me, to make
me clean—then utter disaster was my portion. Yes, it does indeed mean some-
thing—something unspeakable—to be born, in a white country, an Anglo-
Teutonic, antisexual country, black. You very soon, without knowing it, give
up all hope of communion. Black people, mainly, look down or look up but
do not lock at-each other, not at you, and white people, mainly, lock away.
And the universe is simply a sounding drum; there is no way, no way whatever
so it seemed then and has sometimes seemed since, to get through a life; t(;
love your wife and children, or your friends, or your mother and father, or to
be loved. The universe; which is not merely the stars and the moon and the
planets, flowers, grass, and trees, but other people, has evolved no terms for
your existence, has made no room for you, and if love will not swing wide the
gates, no other power will or can. And if one despairs—as who has not?—of
human love, God’s love alone is left. But God—and I felt this even then, so
long ago, on that tremendous floor, unwillingly—is white. And if His love was
so great, and if He loved all His children, why were we, the blacks, cast down
so far? Why? In spite of all I said thereafter, I found no answer on the floor—
not }‘hat answer, anyway—and I was on the floor all night. Over me, to bring
me “through,” the saints-sang and rejoiced and prayed. And in the morning
when they raised me, they told me that ['was “saved.” ’

Well, indeed I was, in a way, for I was utterly drained and exhausted, and
released, for the first time, from all my guilty torment. I was aware then’ only
of my r.elief. For many years, I could not ask myself why human relief had to
be achieved in a fashion at once so pagan and so desperate—in a fashion at
once so unspeakably old and so unutterably new. And by the time [ was able
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to ask myself this question, [ was also able to see that the principles governing
the rites and customs of the churches in which I grew up did not differ from
the principles governing the rites and customs of other churches, white. The
principles were Blindness, Loneliness, and Terror, the first principle necessar-
ily. and actively cultivated in order to deny the two others. I would love to
believe that the principles were Faith, Hope, and Charity, but this is clearly
not so for most Christians, or for what we call the Christian world.

[ was saved. But at the same time, out of a deep, adolescent cunning I do
not pretend to understand, I realized immediately that I could not remain in
the church merely as another worshipper. I would have to give myself some-
thing to do, in order not to be too bored and find myself among all the
wretehed unsaved of the Avenue. And I don’t doubt that [ also intended to

best my father on his own ground. Anyway, very shortly after I joined the

church, I became a preacher—a Young Minister—and I remained in the
pulpit for more than three years. My youth quickly made me a much bigger
drawing card than my father. I pushed this advantage ruthlessly, for it was the
most effective means I had found of breaking his hold over me. That was
the most frightening time of my life, and quite the most dishonest, and the
resulting hysteria lent great passion to my sermons—for a while. I relished the
attention and the relative immunity from punishment that my new status gave
me, and I relished, above all, the sudden right to privacy. 1t had to be recog-
nized, after.all, that I was still a schoolboy, with my schoolwork to do, and I
was also expected to prepare at least one sermon a week. During what we may
call my heyday, I preached much more often than that. This meant that there
were hours and even whole days when I could not be interrupted—not even
by my father. I had immobilized him. It took rather more time for me to
realize that 1 had also immobilized myself, and had escaped from nothing
whatever. :

The church was very exciting. It took a long time for me to disengage myself
from this excitement, and on the blindest, most visceral level, I never really
have, and never will. There is no music like that music, no drama like the
drama of the saints rejoicing, the sinners moaning, the tambourines racing,
and all those voices coming together and crying holy unto the Lord. There is
still, for me, no pathos quite like the pathos of those multicolored, worn,
somehow triumphant and transfgured faces, speaking from the depths of a
visible, tangible, continuing despair of the goodness of the Lord. I have never
seen anything to equal the fire and excitement that sometimes, without warn-
ing, fill a church, causing the church, as Leadbelly* and so many others have
testified, to “rock.” Nothing that has happened to me since equals the power
and the glory that | sometimes felt when, in the middle of a sermon, 1 knew
that 1 was somehow, by some miracle, really carrying, as they said, “the
Word”—when the church and I were one. Their pain and their joy were
mine, and mine were theirs—they surrendered their pain and joy to me, [
surrendered mine to them—and their cries of “Amen!” and “Hallelujah!” and
“Yes, Lord!” and “Praise His name!” and “Preach.it, brother!” sustained
and whipped on my soldscuntil we all became equal, wringing wet, singing
and dancing, in anguish and rejoicing, at the foot of the altar. It was, for a

4. Huddie Ledbetter (1888-1949), or Leadbelly, folk and blues singer who had enormous influence on other
singers.
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ﬁr;g rrtllorg\e,,esm niplte (1>f——or, not inconceivably, because of—the shabbiness of
my moti th,e Cguonhy iust}:nance, my meat and drink. I rushed home from
o de;rest Fn‘endm i] o the altar, to bg alone there, to commune with Jesus
pry deares Frien ,d\'xé % woulc? never fail me, who knew all the secrets of m;'
there‘. e fp e did, but I didn’t, and the bargain we struck, actually, d
e a{aﬂe; Iff}gt %f the. cross, was that He would never let me find outy’ o
b tlli arg;m. .He was a_.mucb better Man than I tock Hitﬁ for. It
bept Cmn—;b]jn mfgs of, -lmperceptlbly,‘ in many ways at once. I date i’c—’.che
sl ftge ;)I }T}é ;nth, the pulverization of my fortress—from the time
fooua yea afte fa 1egun to prea.ch,‘when I began to read again. I justiﬁeci
s desire gy : heis ijct tl;}t I was stﬂl‘ in school, and I began, fatally, with
ks r.neant s trrlle, was in a high school that was predominantl; Jew-
beyond any hape of slvtion, whe Tnsghed os o e oo e p o
to \ ) ed at the tracts and leafle
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]ewss_agidglr;(;e\z-sltore- owners in-Harlem. I knew tgat these psesgli lij;fe
e, o hwas tgld it often §nough—but I thought of them only a
, as such, until I got to high school, were all incarcerated inythz
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27). He was also regarded as the progenitor of the African peoples & i dronken futher's nkedness (Genesis .16-
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0ld Testament, and their names were Abraham, Moses, Daniel, Fzekiel, and
Job, and Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. It was bewildering to find them
so many miles-and centuries out of Egypt, and so far from the fiery furnace.®
My best friend in high school was a Jew. He came to our house once, and
afterward my father asked, as he asked about everyone, “Is he a Christiani?—
by which he meant “Is he saved?” I really do not know whether my answer
came out of innocence or venom, but 1 said coldly, “No. He’s Jewish.” My
father slammed me across the face with his great palm, and in that moment
everything flooded back—all the hatred and all the fear, and the depth of a
merciless resolve to kill my father rather than allow my father to kill me—and
I knew that all those sermons and tears and all that repentance and rejoicing
had changed nothing. I wondered if T was expected to be glad thata friend of
mine, or anyone, was to be tormented forever in Hell, and I also thought,
suddenly, of the Jews in another Christian nation, Germany. They were not
50 far from the fiery furnace after all, and my best friend might have been one
of them. 1told my father, “He’s a better Christian than you are,” and walked
-out of the house. The battle between us was in the open, but that was all right;
it was almost a relief. A more deadly struggle had begun.
Being in the pulpit was like being in the theatre; I was behind the scenes
and knew how the illusion was worked. I knew the other ministers and knew
the quality of their lives. And I don’t mean to suggest by this the “Elmer
Gantry”” sort of hypocrisy concerning sensuality; it was a deeper, deadlier, and
more subtle hypocrisy than that, and a little honest sensuality, or a lot, would
have been like water in an extremely bitter desert. I knew how to work on a
congregation until the last dime was surrendered—it was not very hard to do—
and 1 knew where the money for “the Lord’s work” went. [ knew, though'I did
not wish to know it, that I had no tespect for the people with whom I worked.
I could not have said it then, but I also knew that if I continued I would soon
have no respect for myself. And the fact that I was “the young Brother Bal-
dwin” increased my value with those same pimps and racketeers who had
helped to stampede me into the church in the first place. They still saw the
little boy they intended to take over. They were waiting for me to come to my
“senses and realize that [ was in a very Jucrative business. They knew that 1 did
not yet realize this, and also that T had not yet begun to suspect where my own
needs, coming up (they were very patient), could drive me. They themselves
did know the score, and they knew that the odds were in their favor. And,
really, I knew it, too. I was even lonelier and more vulnerable than I had been
before. And the blood of the Lamb had not cleansed me in any way whatever.

I was just as black as had been the day that I was born. Therefore, when I
faced a congregation, it began to take all the strength I had not to stammer,
not to curse, not to tell them to throw away their Bibles and get off their knees
and go home and organize, for example, a rent strike. When I watched all the
children, their copper, brown, and beige faces staring up at me as I taught
Sunday school, I felt that [ was committing a crime in talking about the gentle
Jesus, in telling them to reconcile themselves to their misery on earth in order
to gain the crown of etetnal life. Were only Negroes to gain this crown? Was
Heaven, then, to be merely another ghetto? Perhaps I-might have been able

6. Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego appear in the  ties of Babylon and disobeying King Nebuch':-ldnezzar‘
Old Testament (Daniel 3.19-24), where they arc cast 7. Hero of Sinclair Lewis's novel of that title whose
into the Rery furnace for refusing to worship the divini-  preaching is at odds with his lechery.
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and sexless little voices. Only people who have been “down the line,” as the
song puts it, know what this music is about. I think it was Big Bill Broonzy®
who used to sing “I Feel So Good,” a really joyful song about a man who is
on his way to the railroad station to meet his girl. She’s coming home. It is
the singer’s incredibly moving exuberance that makes one realize how leaden

the time must have been while she was gone. There is no guarantee that she
will stay this time, either, as the singer clearly knows, and, in fact, she has not
yet actually arrived. Tonight, or tomortow, or within the next five minutes,
he may very well be singing “Lonesome in My Bedroom,” or insisting, “Ain’t
we, ain’t we, going to make it all right? Well, if we don't today, we will tomor-
row night.” White Americans do not understand the depths out of which such
an ironic tenacity comes, but they suspect that the force is sensual, and they
are terrified of sensuality and do not any longer understand it. The word “sen-
sual” is not intended to bring to mind quivering dusky maidens or priapic black
studs. T am referring to something much simpler and much less fanciful. To
be sensual, I think, is to respect and rejoice in the force of life, of life itself,
and to be present in all that one does, from the effort of loving to the breaking
of bread. Tt will be a great day for America, incidentally, when we begin to eat
bread again, instead of the blasphemous and tasteless foam rubber that we
have substituted for it. And I am not being frivolous now, either. Something
very sinister happens to the people of a country when they begin to distrust
their own reactions as deeply as they do here, and become as joyless as they
have become. It is this individual uncertainty on the part of white American
men and women, this inability to renew themselves at the fountain of their
own lives, that makes the discussion, let alone elucidation, of any conun-
drum—that is, any reality—so supremely difficult. The person who distrusts
himself has no touchstone for reality—for this touchstone can be only oneself.
Such a person interposes between himself and reality nothing less than a laby-
finth of attitudes. And these attitudes, furthermore, though the person is usu-
ally unaware of it (is unaware of so much!), are historical and public attitudes.
They do not relate to the present any more than they relate to the person.
Therefore, whatever white people do not know about Negroes reveals, pre-
cisely and inexorably, what they do not know about themselves.
White Christians have also forgotten several elementary historical details.
They have forgotten that the religion that is now identified with their virtue
“God is on our side,” says Dr. Verwoerd'—came out of a
t is now known as the Middle East before color
der for the Christian church to be established,
Christ had to be put to death, by Rome, and that the real architect of the
Christian church was not the disreputable, sun-baked Hebrew who gave it his
.name but the mercilessly fanatically and self-righteous St. Paul. The energy
that was buried with the rise of the Christian nations must come back into the
world: nothing can prevent it. Many of us, I think, both long to see this happen
and are terrified of it, for though this transformation contains the hope of
liberation, it also imposes a necessity for great change. But in order to deal
with the untapped and dormant force of the previously subjugated, in order to
survive as a human, moving, moral weight in the world, America and all the

and their power—
rocky piece of ground in wha
was invented, and that in or

apartheid (separation of the races) and prime minister

9. Blues singer and guitarist (1893-1958).
of South Africa in the late 1950s.

1. Dr. Henrik Verwoerd was a dedicated proponent of
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Flannery O’Cé{mor, one of this century’s finest writers of short stories, )ﬁgs born
L in Savannah; lived with her mother in Milledgeville, Georgia, for rrg,lfch of her
| life; and died before her fortieth birthday—victim like her father of disserninated
4 lipus, a'rare and incurable disease. She was stricken with the diseasedAn 1950 while
{ atwork on her first'novel, but injections of a cortisone derivative managed to arrest
| it though the cortigcgne weakened her bones to the extent that ffom 1955 on she
| could only get around on crutches. She was able to write, travel, and lecture until.
| 1964 when the lupus feactivated itself and killed her. A Romén Catholic through-
| outher life, she is quoted as having remarked, apropos of a/trip to Lourdes, “I had
| the best-looking crutches'in Europe.” This remark suggests the kind of hair-raising
- jokes that centrally inform her writing as well as a refisal to indulge in self-pity
over her fate. . A » J
“She published two novels\} Wise Blood (1952) gﬂd The Violent Bear It Away
1960), both weighty with symbolic and religious’concerns and ingeniously con-
ived in the black-humored matiner of Nathana€l West, her American predecessor
in this mode. But her really memorable creations of characters and actions take
place in the stories, which are extremely fdnny, sometimes unbearably so, and
finally we may wonder just what it'is we afe laughing at. Upon consideration the
iokes are seen to be dreadful ones, as \‘vitb"‘l\/ianley Pointer’s treatment of Joy Hope-
well’s artificial leg in Good Country Penple.
.- Another American “regionalist,” tl’}é poet Robert: Frost, whose own work con-
tins its share of dreadful jokes, once/confessed to being more interested in people’s
speech than in the people themselvés. A tﬁ{ical Flannery O’Connor story consists
it its most vital level in people talking, clucking their endless reiterations of clichés
about life, death, and the universe. These clichés are captured with beautiful accu-
racy by an artist who had spent/her life listenin\‘g\to them, lovingly and maliciously
keeping track until she could put them to use. Barly in her life she hoped to be 2
cattoonist, and there is cartéonlike mastery in her vivid renderings of character
through speech and other gesture. Critics have called her a maker of grotesques, a
label that like other onesZregionalist, southern lady, or Roman Catholic novel-
ist—might have annoyed if it didn’t obviously amuse ‘her too. She once remarked
fartly that “anything that comes out of the South is g?j{ng to be called grotesque
by the Northern reader, unless it is grotesque, in which case it is going to be
called realistic.” N
" Of course, this capacity for mockery, along with a facilitiin portraying perverse
behavior, may work against other demands we make of the fiction writer, and it is
true that O’Connor seldom suggests that her characters havesinner lives that are
imaginable, let‘alone worth respect. Instead, the emphasis is on\ﬂg‘he sharp eye and
the ability to ;t!eH a tale and keep it moving inevitably toward corg\}pletion. These
completions/are usually violent, occurring when the character—in many cases a
woman—miust confront an experience that she cannot handle by the old trustwor-
 thy langudge and habit-hardened responses. O’Connor’s art lies partly\in making it
impossible for us merely to scorn the banalities of expression and behavior by
~ which these people get through their lives. However dark the comedy, it keeps in
- touch/with the things of this world, even when some force from another world
-~ thredtens to annihilate the embattled protagonist. And although the st&{es are
~ flléd with religious allusions and parodies, they do not try to inculcate a doctrine.
Ofie of her best ones is titled Revelation, but a reader often finishes a story with no
gimple, unambiguous sense of what has been revealed. Instead, we must trust'the
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