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The Misuse of Religion

They have, perhaps most often, turned to religion for escape.
Religion has through the ages been the bulwark for thcse in need.
It has opened men's sights upon a hidden world where pain, want,
degradation and defeat are turned to victory, = The fact that these
ingredients, to be turned to victory, must be used for a redenptive
purpose, is all-too-easily and all-too-often lost.

The religion of the oppressed becomes most easily the religion
of accomodation. The "balm of Gilead" is not used for healing and
restoration. It becomes the salve for relieving pain.

In this light, the religion of the oppressed may be seen as
a mirror image of the religion of those who, however well-intentioned
individually they may be, are cast by historical and cultural circum-
stance in the role of the oppressor. Those who have or weild power,
always, in relation to the power less, fulfill the oppressor role.

The powerless, the cppressed, need power to move out of their
power~lessness, which is the root of their oppression. Power is
never freely shared. Those who have powetr will seek to ease the
pain of the powerless. They will work to,create a condition of re-
laxed frustration or of bearable pain or poverty. The keys to the
seats of power, however, are never freely given ever.

Hence, the religion of those who have power tends to sanctify
and uphold the public cood "as is”. This is true of institutions
generally. This is almost inevitable, in that no movement is allowed
by those who control society, to continue long enouch to become an
institution unless it is committed to the upholding of thsexisting
public oxder.

Those who have power see good in those relationships which give
to society stability. This means that basic relationships are to
remain as they are. The technical name for "relationships as they’
are" is '"mores" (more-aze.) Our churches - along with other busi-
ness, civiec, social and educational institutions are uphelders of
the public mores, meaning the public morality.

Morxals, in this root sense, reflect the present interests of
those presently in power. Morals or standards of morality change
only when there is a change in power relationships.

The religion of those in power is never basically re-creative
and hence redemptive. It is, on the other hand repressive, even
though in a kindly, caring and loving way. Like the pathological
religion of those who are hopelessly oppressed, the religion of
those who find themselves caught in the oppressor role is escapist.
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It is other-worldly or "spiritual". It lifts men's sense beyond
present reality as it focuses men's sights upon heavenly realms
of glory, that which is becomes "the given." It is the assumed
starting point beyond which religion moves.

Yet the "glory" upon which true religion would have us focus
is only the fulfillment of that which is immediate. Heaven is the
present circumstance redeemed. "Speak comfortably to Jerusalem",
said the prophet. "Cry aloud and let her know that her iniquity
is pardoned, that her warfare is accomplished." Eternal things
are ever-present., They are not realities which wait fox the future,
and so which are yet to be.

The escapist religion of the hopelessly oppressed is but a
mirror image of the "beyond reality" religion of those who oppress.
It is blinding to the present circumstances which are always the
raw material of redemption.

Our current urban unrest is a judgement upon American religion,
black and white. "Just a little talk with Jesus" can make things
right only when all of oux present circumstance is offered in such
a way that it actually can be "nade right." If His "is the power",
then any unilateral hold on the reins of power relationships must
be at least relaxed in favor of Him with whom "all things are possi-
ble."

Our present urban distress is, in some of ouxr cities, being
exploited by religion to encourage people to move closer to God
by "worshipping in churxch each Sunday". Our typical church efforts,
in post~riot situations, are to ask forgiveness for those whom we
perceive as the rioters, to offer them relief and to restore the
former order of things "with improved means of communication between
the races". 1Is this redemption? Is this li@engiving or growth -
producing?

Our churches can at this present hour sexrve a truly redemptive
urpose as they use our urban distress as the occasion for re-creation.
here must be on the part of church people a re-ordering of relation-
hips in such a way that every new circumstance in our common life
reveals what life is meant to be.
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Churches or church people can never be change agents unless
they are willing to be changed themselves. For the powerless
oopressed our churches should work to do one basic thing. They
must work to facilitate authentic change in basic relationships
of power. Static relationships of power corrupt. Equitable relation-
ships of power alone are growth-producing.

"7 an come," said Jesus, "that you might have life, and have it
more abundantly." Life, in greater abundance, in our homes, our
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communities, our business and everywhere in our world comes only
where the equitable give-and-take of power makes for continual
growth and interchange. In a classical sense, life and power are
one, as indeed their Greek forms bios and bhia suggest.

Religion should invest life's every present circumstance with
the fulfillment of its innate, or, divine purpose. The fulfillment
of each immediate circumstance must be immediate. Once the fleeting
mement has past, its circumstance no longer is. Hence it cannot be
fulfilled.

Escapist religion, however kindly or sweet it may appear to be,
glosses over the hard present realities of life in such a way as to

be an effective barrier to their redemption.

The Peril of Accepting Things As They Are

If we are to take a religious ox a scientific view of life, we
must assume that life has as its purpose fulfillment. This simply
means that life is to become what it is designed to be.

In such a way of seeing things, to thwart or to alter function
s to pervert nature or to channel powers, in unnatural directions.
athology or illness or malfunction of any kind is a sign and direct
result of a perversion of purpose.
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Racial discrimination hence is not a privilege to be exercised
by those possessing powexr since such activity desecrates life and
subverts the processes of life's fulfillment. Equally perverse is
the popular practice among those of good will as in our churches,
of "working toward" the elimination of any such activity as hampers
life's becoming what it should be.

Progressive improvement is but sophisticated perversion. It
is like asking a thief to gradually stop stealing or like imploring
a wayward husband to be gradually weaned from his lover.

The inherent thrust of the efforts of those in power in any
situation is toward continuing things as they are, towards the
maintenance of power. Privilege does not seek to be abandoned. Its
stock in trade is the development of the stalling device. It seeks
always to create means to prevent or to postpone change.

In the period of blask slavery in America, power was undec-
girded by the building in of benevolence along with despotism in
such a way that one element could not be clearly separated from
the other. Given the inherent degradation and debauchery of slavery =-
with no civil oxr human rights -~-, security unknown to many noxthern
sweat-shop hands., Slaves were always fed, and old age had for the
slave what might be seen as its relative rewards in contrast to the
threat of destitution ox abandonment which hung like a perpetual



pall over the advancing years of northern white factory hands.

0ld slaves were especially useful to those in power. They
were the preachers or became the home grown philosophers of "things
as they are." They had won the endearment and solicitation of their
children and grandchildren. Where no marriage could take place, who
knew, after al;, whose grandchild one might be? '
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The elders-~in-general of the brothers-in-"soul" had long practiced

the art of survival in a world where the, odds were stacked against
them. Out of the never-ending school of life-and~death they had
learned ways of suxvival as real to them as the stories of the Bib-
lical Apocalypse. The escape from the firey furnace and Daniels'
rescue from the lion's den were to them not fantasies out of the
past but a part of the daily stuff of life.

The experienced elders among the slaves thus recited fox their
younger brothers-in-bondage not only "saving" truths from the Holy
Book but also a homespun philosophy for escape from the seeningly
inescapable cirxcumstances of their common lot which were written
indelibly in their Book of Common Life. This worked for the bhenefit
of the slave-owners. It was they whose basic interests were served
by the preservation of "oxder", by the maintenance of things as they
are.

Escapism is always the handmaid of order. Diversionary devices -

whether bearing the labels or imprint of sin or of salvation - sexve
the purposes of those in power. .

The diversionaxy tactics employed or fostered by slave-masters
during the period of black American slavery came to be a cultural
characteristic among America's black people. Escape from reality;
the confusion of the heavyly hand of the oppressor with a kindly,
helping hand; the slave nentality of dependence upon others - all
have been built into the fabric of the American Negro's way of life.
This pathclogical way of life has continued to serve at least the
saving purpose of black survival.

In the period following legal emancipation and the brief abortive
period of reconstruction, black people were set free to the caprice
of the wind, the xain, the bitter cold and the changing whims of each
and every white man who could decide each day for black men the issue
of focd or famine.

The command for Hebrew slaves to make bricks without straw could
scarcely have had the demoralizing effect of giving men the badge of
freedom with only flesh euposed to the elements to pin it on,

Yet while it is natural for an oppressor tocporess, in however
K] 7 - y : . " : - iy
kindly oxr stexrn way, it is an unnatural act for the oppressed to ac-—
cepil: oppression,
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From the heyday of the slave preachers and elders to the present
day black men have tended to be unduly grateful for the friendly hand
of their oppressor. Lack of passivity before oppression brought
every non~black group of immigrants to our shores, The long-standing
radition of the acceptance of oppression is peculiar in our nation's
e to the experience of black Americans.

Whether by violence, by subversion or by flight to our country's
shores, practically every major ethnic group in Americaf@ave for
black men -« has resisted and rejected oppression, This is not to
say that there have not been gallant black men, at every stage of
our nations's life, who have placed their lives bhefore the onslaught
of oppression. :

"We have come over a path which with tears has been watered:;

Ve have come treading our feet in the blood of the slaughtered.."

So wrote the poet-statesman, James Weldon Johnson, several generations
ago.

James Weldon Johnson, KCC“v@r was a statesman. He was not
chiefly an agent of necessarily radical change. This has been the
prevailing stance of black men who have soucght ceaselessly and for-
ever abortively for the substance and not just the airs of freedom.

Men who have boucght into America in the past have been those who
hed willed and worked that life might be made different. Black
reople have sought uniquely to move out of oppression by moving in-
to and accepting things as they are.

The oppressed have always had but three cheoices. They may
change society. They may leave it, ©0r, they may remain oppressed.
The "Uncle Toms" and the black nationalists are, thus, reasonable
wen. Tt is psychotic to work for freedom and not be committed to
basic and pervasive change. Further, to fail to be scmething of
a revolutionary in these perilous times for cur nation would make
cne undeserving of sharing in the fullest fruits of this nation's
lifs,

America as a whole needs precisely the social, political, eco-
nomic, civic and moral change which only a worthy and determined
black America may catalyze ox spawn.

Indeed, the failurxe of black America to share eguitably in the
growth .- producing power dynamics in American life has been the root
cause of widespread pathology throughout our nation's life.

The path which black Americans have followed in the past is as
deeply understandable as it is clearly urfortunate for their own and
the nation's good. The failure of black pecple in Awerica to exer-
cise what we mpeak of toda y as Black Power has been the migsing key

)3
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in our efforts to attain naticnal Fulfillment.

The Iede\ tlue EKOLCl“‘ of Power

The recent so-called riots in our cities are illustrative in
this regard. White oppression must be seen as the immcdiate caus
of ¢ur urban distress. But the basic klame must be placed at tne
feet of black Americans in theixr failure to exercise the dynamics
of power without which black wmen cannot hope to be free nor can this
nation ever become what it is destined to be.

Creative power may be of the hand, the heart or of the mind.
It is most effective when the three agree.

By creative power of the hand we mean a type of physical power.
Corporately, it involves the implied power of one's ethnic group
nunmbers, the basic and residual foxm of ower available to all
mincrities. It may be used with te111ng effect at the ballot box
and at the cash boxes of every enterprise with which the black
community deals. We say "may be used" with telling effect for
ceveral reasons. There nmust be a semblance of group purpose, €0
largely missing in the black comihwnities of the land. Then there
must be a serse of hope or of faith in the established economic or

1 system. That this faith is being eroded is evident in
straught city in America.

The power of the hand in former years meant economic power.
But in an automated, technological society, such as we have ex-
perienced notably since the early 1950's, this type of economic
power has less meaning. ' '

Physical power may mean the power of mass or persconal disruption.
Tt can ~=- as with boycotts of schools, businesses and other civic in-
stitutions -~ reject the agenda of those who effectively oppress. It
can force the re-statement of problems in such a way that more saving
answexrs may be deviged for urban peace and for the fu]fillment of the
common life of those who reside in ouxr distressed cities.

;.-4.

The power of the sensitivity to common need.
n the part of black people it may mean the willingness to suffer
grea
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o3 ter inconvenience in order that others may taste in some degree
the bitter pill which is the daily diet of black urban masses.

When Jesus said, "tlat they may have life, aad have it more
abundantly"”, he willed that they might have power in greater abundance.
The power which forces creative change and pulls others into a sharing
of the common lot of sufferers may be the most redemptive suffering
of all. It wills for the neighbor what it accepts for itself., It
woiks for mutuality, for understanding, and for life's Ffulfillment.
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The creative power of the mind speaks to the role of marginal
insight. Marginal ins ights stem from "hC’,fef]pCtJ_vo experience of
those who are not fully accepted by those pressntly in the seats of
power. Unbkblinded by the nretentiousness of unchecked pcower, +the
marginal man sees the weaknesses as well as the assets of a system.
He know, from the zcute demands of his own survival and integrity,
where the prevailing oxder of things is most urgently in need of
change, adaptation or catharsis,

Black peopnle in America, with the combined creative potential
of the hand, the heart and the mind may help America more than any
othex acency from its charted self-destruction.

Black people know more deeply than any others in America that
cities are people. Our cities -- as our'governwenf and othexr urban
programs all-too-often seem to assume -- are not physical fabric.

If our cities are to be re~created, a sense of re-creation must come
to our distraught black urban masses.

Aftexr the so-called riots people must be given hope. Others
outsice the black community must not set an Pcodﬁa'for nlack redemp-
tion. The black community as a whole -~ which shares a common oppres—
sion -~ must set its own agenda as a whole. '

e 1is an economic good,

The development of the potential of peopl
a political, social and

basic to the exitension of business. It is
moral gocd as well.

Change in all of ouxr cities is an uvrgent necessity. The black
people in our cities know more ascutely than do any other Amaricans

that "cxdex" at the expense of justice is nothing more than brutal
repression, Such so-called oxder is cleaxly the enemy of the public
cood,

In a scciety where continuous change is the world's most predict-
sble constant we nmust develop new definitions of oxder to accomcdate

necessary growth and oxderly change.

As the result of our so-called riots, the glaring deficiencies
of the moral value system of white America have been most embarrass-
inly exposed., Human life -~ black human life, that is - has been
devalued or, perhaps mnore realistically, been seen for its true
valuation all along.

_ To a civilized mind, how much is one human life worth in terms
of property values. 1Is it worth two stolen bottles of whiskey? A
colox televiszion set? Ox is il Lo bhe eguated to 500 million dollars
worth of property destroyaed? To civilized minds a life is of in-
finite worlh, and no amount of destroyed physical property can justify
the heinous act of taking one human life,
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_The fact that the veligious and civic leaders of the nation have
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not hHeen outraged at the puhlic nassacres such as have taken place
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against black people in Newark, Wew Jersey, and elsewhere reveals
the perverted morality of America for what it truly is. The worst

crime in the nation this pa
natien as a whole in the resor

ast hot summer was the acquiesence by the
rt
the presexvation of physical property.

to the destruction of human life fox

qO—ca1ied riots are a form of social pslvhosjo Th@y are the

listraction.

In oux syscem of le: hooe engargd in ijCHOLlC oehav1ou1 arxe held in-
= represent psychotic behaviox

capable of judgement So-called riot
outside of the realm of morxality. Yet there. is an area related to the
e

riots in which moral judgemnts may he made.

For- fourteen years I served as a parish parson. At

called upon to come guickly to a home where a wife was bz g dishes,
destroying or damac¢ing her own clothing or putting the house in general
disorder. On entering such a home I would go guickly to the distracdr
rathexr than to the distracted housewife. I would indicate to the hus-
band that I did not know sveciiically what he had done to drive his
wife to distraction. but whatever it was, he should indicate to his
wife that he would stop it and wou?d work :out with her and a counsel-
lox a new and more thoughtful relationship. When the husband apolo-

to his wife and 1nd1cated that he would do all within his pow-

things right, the wife would relax and begin working with

oS

nd to put the house in some form of order again.
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ind of justice is it which
ctimizex, the distracted

q

The moral here s a
1& m rathexr then the v

hould be clear. What k
, .
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Yet the justice herxe may be far more sound in its direction than
its seeming inversion suggests. If a man is beaten once by another
out of a sense of caprice, the assailant is clearly wrong. But if
this ha appens over and acain and the one heaten confronts each and

every asgadlt with anything less than the assertion of the totality
of his b2indg, a new and different problem has been created.

Black men are the only group in this nation which as a whole
dees not believe in violence. We have, as a group, been non-violent
to a fault. Black men are the only Anericans who, as a whole, do not
believe even in self-defense. And black people are the only men in

Anerica who are not free,

Sometimes when a man fails to engage in defense it may stem, at
Jeast in part, from a feecling that what cries out for protection is
not worth protecting. By many signs, self-hate does play some sub-

stantial role in the life of black Americans. But For the good of
this nation, as well as Ffor the attainment of their due dignity on
the part of black men, this state of affairs must not remain.
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lack men - b T —— : .
' B ‘ by some means acceptabe to God and good Ffor the
nation - must assert their creative and effective power of the hand,
the heart and the mind,

-

All of us who are true conservatives and believe gincerely in
the American system, can, I believe, sexrve the needs of all mankind
much better by n 3k709 agaressive peace with the future to conserve
@ past. Every objective analysts knows that marked
uity for all must come. This will come either when
the best in American traditions aggressive-

those of us who stand for
ly facilitate the legitimate agenda of the oppressed. Or it may be
that "the Fqby will be thrown out with the bath".

Out of the clear and immediate self-interest of each and every

the facilitation of truly effective powexr by black men

American,
Men of good will especially must

must be the work of one and all.
work aggressively toward this end.

Only in this way may peace be brought to our distraught cities.
So alsc may be brought to this nation at this urgent hour, as to our
world, some substantial measure of the vital gifts of ocuxr needed

I
cleansing, regeneration and fulfillment.



