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			For Chloé Ndieme and Caleb Babacar,

			With all my love and prayers for your future, and with profound gratitude for the best title ever!

			—Dad

		

	
		
			
			Do not get lost in a sea of despair. Do not become bitter or hostile. Be hopeful, be optimistic. Never, ever be afraid to make some noise and get in good trouble, necessary trouble. We will find a way to make a way out of no way.

			Congressman John Lewis
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			CHAPTER 1

			Boys Like Us

			I could tell by the sound of my mother’s voice. Something was wrong.

			“Ray,” she said, taking a deep sigh before finishing her voice-mail message that day in September 1997. “I need to talk to you about something.”

			My mother, Verlene, then fifty-nine years old, is a proud Georgian, having spent nearly all her days in the 110 miles between the towns of Waycross, where she was born, and Savannah, where she eventually landed and raised her own family. Mom is a preacher with a God-given sense of spiritual discernment, or what some might call a sixth sense, and she could read people and situations better than anyone I’ve ever known. So, when she said she needed to talk, I was always inclined to listen carefully.

			When she called me that day, I was living in New York City, pursuing a doctoral degree at Union Theological Seminary, and working as an assistant pastor at Harlem’s iconic Abyssinian Baptist Church. As the eleventh of twelve siblings in our big family, I was the first to graduate from college, and my parents and siblings were protective of me. They tried hard not to distract me with bad news from home, which usually meant I was the last to know if something was wrong.

			“So, Mom, what’s going on?” I asked when I reached her later that day at home in Savannah.

			“Keith got arrested,” she said finally, referring to the brother one step above me in birth order, though we are five years apart. She sounded sad and exhausted. I was stunned. Hurt. Confused. My big brother, the proud police officer?

			“Arrested?” I said. “For what?”

			There was a long pause.

			“Drugs,” she replied.

			He was charged with aiding and abetting the distribution of cocaine by providing security for drug dealers. He had been caught in an FBI sting that implicated eleven officers—ten current and former officers of the Savannah Police Department, and one from Chatham County.

			This was incomprehensible. There must have been some kind of mistake. Not Keith, my stocky, clean-cut older brother, the high school football player who was so in love with the Dallas Cowboys that his friends nicknamed him Dorsett, after the team’s celebrity running back of the 1980s. My mind flashed back to those joyful, carefree days.

			

			•   •   •

			
			Keith was the athlete of the family. He ran track and played football at Johnson High School, which first opened in 1959 on the east side of town as a laboratory school for Savannah State College (now Savannah State University), a historically Black college. The high school was named in honor of Solomon “Sol” C. Johnson, a prominent businessman who in 1889 became the second editor and ultimately the owner of The Savannah Tribune, one of the country’s oldest Black-owned newspapers. In our day, the school was better known for the uniqueness of its mascot, the Atom Smashers, than for the prowess of its football team. Despite Keith’s famous nickname and his pretty good skills on the field as a running back, Johnson High went almost two years straight during his time there without winning even a single game. That didn’t stop the fans from showing up each week, though, hoping for a miracle.

			I played in the Myers Middle School band at the time. I’d switched from the trumpet to the baritone horn to fill a need in the brass section of our band. One special Friday night we got to perform during halftime with the Johnson High School band on the football field at Savannah State. The Atom Smashers were ahead, and I will never forget the thrill of counting down the last seconds of that game. The miracle we all had been anticipating finally happened. The team broke its long losing streak, and the crowd went wild, as if our boys had just won the state championship. Students rushed from the stands onto the field, and I joined the flow, with my eyes darting around, searching for my big brother. When I spotted his jersey, I dashed across the field and wrapped him in the biggest hug. And for a moment, the two of us—me in my band uniform and Keith in his dirty football gear—stood there under the glare of the Friday night lights, feeling like stars.

			The Herbert Kayton Homes public housing project, where my family lived, sat in the school attendance zone for Johnson High. I was about nine years old when we moved there. My oldest siblings were grown and living on their own by then, which left six of us kids living in the four-bedroom apartment with our parents, and we all shared one bathroom. Occasionally, one of the older siblings would move back home for a short while, making our tight space even tighter. But we always made room. We were taught that next to God family trumped all else.

			My father, Jonathan Warnock, had served in the U.S. Army during World War II and was self-employed. He hauled junk, mostly abandoned cars, salvaging their metal at the local steelyard in exchange for cash. In my youngest years, he also served as pastor of a small Pentecostal Holiness church. Mom stayed at home to take care of our big family.

			I mostly remember Kayton Homes as a nurturing village, even in the 1980s when the crack epidemic and the deadly HIV/AIDS virus swept into and devastated poor communities like ours throughout the country. But in a place where there were too many missing fathers, I had two devoted parents at home, and they kept church at the center of our lives. On Sundays, there were two services, the first in the morning with a short afternoon break before the evening service. A few Sundays a year were designated as “Youth Sunday,” and the young people of the congregation under eighteen years old conducted the entire program, sometimes even the sermon. One such Sunday night, Keith volunteered to deliver the sermon, and as I sat there, listening to him express his faith, I thought, “Well, I can do that!” Not long afterward, I took a turn in the pulpit, expressing my faith, to be sure, while also trying to one-up my big brother.

			Keith and I, the two youngest boys in the family, shared a room. He slept on the bottom bunk, and I slept on the top. But, as I said, there were five years between us, and when you’re a kid, that can feel like a generation. So he and my five other big brothers were my silent protectors, and they helped buffer me from the potential dangers of our neighborhood. God only knows how many times I might have been spared from being a target when a neighborhood troublemaker learned, “Oh, that’s Keith’s baby brother!” There was plenty of trouble around, but despite my surroundings I never felt unsafe or threatened. I don’t even recall ever getting into any fights. The love, support, and validation I got from my family shaped how I saw myself and the world around me.

			Keith and I were among the last to leave our crowded house. He proudly enlisted in the U.S. Army right out of high school in 1983. In a neighborhood where many kids did not even finish high school and those who did tended to go straight into the job market with no special skills, Keith was going to make something of himself. I was so proud. We all were. Going into the army would give him a chance to serve his country and a path forward, out of generational poverty. He would acquire skills, perhaps even a college degree, for the changing job market and enter safely into the middle-class life we imagined for ourselves.

			Before Keith even left for the army, I was practicing the role of big brother. One Sunday afternoon, when my sister Valencia was eleven and I was twelve, we joined some friends—all pastors’ kids (affectionately called PKs)—at their house for dinner, a ritual deep in the culture of the Black church, the soul food that always follows the food for the soul. Their parents and our parents were friends. Their dad, the Reverend Maurice Rouché, was the pastor of the church that we were by then attending as a family and where I had preached my first sermon about a year earlier. For all of us, Sundays were typically dedicated to church, except for the afternoon break. After our meal, we kids piled into a car and headed to a nearby grocery store.

			Jheri curls were a very popular hairstyle at the time, and some of the girls were busy looking for their Care Free Curl activator and other products. I had a habit back then of walking with my hands in my pockets, which was just adolescent awkwardness. But as we moved about the store, a man, dressed in army fatigues, quickly approached us.

			“Come with me!” he said authoritatively.

			Instinctively, my sister started to move. I stopped her, reminding her that we were not to go anywhere with a stranger.

			“Who are you?” I asked the man.

			“Security,” came the response.

			I asked to see his badge, and he flashed one, responding sarcastically, “Is this good enough for you?”

			As the security officer marched us through the store, I noticed the judgmental eyes of shoppers on us. The walk of shame seemed to take forever. Down the aisle. Past the cashiers. And up a flight of stairs to an observation room. He and other officers had been watching us. He informed us that we needed to be frisked. It was obvious what he suspected, but what good would it do to protest our innocence? He would see soon enough. Seeing that no female officer was present, I requested one to handle my sister. We were just children, but I felt protective of her. They searched each of us and of course found nothing. We had taken nothing. We were not shoplifters. With that, we were casually dismissed without an apology or even an acknowledgment of the humiliation we had just experienced. Instead, the officers lectured me to keep my hands out of my pockets while walking through a store. One of them even joked that the next time I entered the store I should just look up at the mirrored observation room from which they had watched us, smile, and wave. It was my first brush with the myriad ways in which Black people experience hurtful and demeaning racial stereotyping and discrimination in everyday life.

			By the 1980s, America’s booming, post–World War II industrial era was fading, and old rust belt towns and inner-city communities, like the one around Kayton Homes, were suffering badly from what the Harvard University sociologist William Julius Wilson would describe as “the disappearance of work” with all of its attendant consequences. It was a historical inflection point that cried out for historic investments in skills training for a new kind of industrial era: the emerging digital age of personal computers, information technology, and increasing automation. Instead, the country made heavy investments in a different kind of industry: a massive, increasingly privatized prison-industrial complex that would over a couple decades make the land of the free the incarceration capital of the world.

			In the news reports I caught back then, Black boys, particularly those in low-income neighborhoods in the nation’s cities, were discussed mostly as statistics. Numbers without names or faces. Or faces to be feared. The crack epidemic brought a lot of deadly weapons and gang warfare to a lot of streets. That warfare was met with more. They called it the war on drugs. And it devastated and hollowed out whole communities. The instructions given to boys like us were more about avoidance than aspiration: Young man, do not end up dead. Or in prison.

			My brother was one of the lucky ones. He managed to escape the street war and entered into another. He would serve in Operation Desert Shield during the first Gulf War, in 1990, and survive it, too. A few years later, he returned home, worked for a while, and eventually joined the Savannah Police Department. We had stayed in touch through the years as I attended college and moved to New York City for seminary. As far as I knew, he loved his job. With a strong athletic build, my brother looked good in uniform. His army uniform and his police uniform. He had been a police officer less than two years when my mother called me in New York to tell me about his arrest.

			

			•   •   •

			
			The headline screamed, busted trust. I couldn’t make sense of the news story I was reading online about his arrest. I called my brothers and sisters. Had we missed something? Had something gone awry in the military? Had Keith seen things during the war that messed up his mental health? My siblings were all as baffled and heartbroken as I was. We’d grown up under the same roof and the same rules. Though Keith’s father, my mother’s first husband, had been largely absent from his life, my dad provided us all with an upstanding example. People today would call us a blended family, but we never thought of ourselves as half- or step-anything. We were one family. Together, our parents instilled good Christian values. Honesty. Humility. Hard work.

			Exasperated, I uttered, “He wasn’t raised like this.”

			I soon flew home to Savannah to help the family find an attorney, and the news was even worse than I thought. There were many hours of police surveillance tape, an attorney we hoped to hire told me. “Your brother is in a world of trouble,” he said.

			A magistrate judge had set Keith’s bond at $50,000. Dad used a small piece of property he owned as collateral to post the required 10 percent of the bond. Dad didn’t have to come up with actual cash, but his property would be forfeited if Keith did not show up for trial. This enabled Keith to wait for his day in court under house arrest with an electronic monitoring device attached to his ankle.

			Ultimately, my family could not raise the attorney’s $20,000 retainer fee. That was nearly more than my parents brought home all year, and everybody around us was not much better off. It quickly became obvious that we would not be able to afford a decent lawyer. As I got in the car alone and headed to the airport for my flight back to New York, the harsh reality of it all burned like hot coals in my chest. First a warm trickle, then a tear, and soon a flood poured down my face. His life—our lives—were about to change forever.

			As I learned more about my brother’s case, my disappointment in him was matched by my anger at the criminal justice system. All the defendants were Black. In a police force that was dominated by white officers, the FBI had targeted only African American officers. In my brother’s case, the FBI controlled the entire operation, including the amount of drugs that were supposedly being transported—enough to meet the mandatory minimum sentencing guidelines and guarantee long prison terms. The operation had used a convicted felon to lure the rookie officers into a fabricated drug operation with the opportunity to make some easy cash.

			I didn’t dismiss my brother’s behavior. In fact, it made me angry. He had allowed himself to be enticed into a criminal scheme that might have landed drugs in poor Black communities, the kinds of communities I’ve always fought to protect—except that none of it was real. The felon who set the deal up was an FBI informant, and the drugs belonged to the FBI. It seemed clear to me that the federal government had taken full advantage of a rookie cop who used very bad judgment. And no matter what my brother’s role might have been, he deserved fair treatment in a system with a long history of racism.

			At the opening statements, when one of the defense lawyers raised the selective prosecution issue, the incensed judge admonished him: The race card will not be played in these proceedings. And if anyone does, punishment for using it will be swift in coming and painful upon arrival.

			

			•   •   •

			The race card was a direct reference to the O. J. Simpson trial two years earlier, which revealed the deep racial divide in experience and perspective between white and Black citizens, owing to their respective encounters with the criminal justice system. For white America, the “not guilty” verdict for Simpson, rendered by a predominantly Black Los Angeles County jury, was a gut punch, deeply biased and unbelievably unfair. On the other hand, Black people, in public spaces from coast to coast, cheered. But they were not necessarily cheering for O.J., who had long cut any real ties to the African American community. And they certainly were not cheering the tragic and violent deaths of Nicole Brown Simpson and Ron Goldman. Too many of them knew that pain in their own families. Rather, they were cheering for Johnnie Cochran, Simpson’s incredibly talented lawyer who, with his brilliance, had bested a system that meted out deep injustice in courtrooms and police brutality on streets in South Central Los Angeles and in Black and brown communities across America. A thousand times a thousand. Every single day. They remembered the deep pain of the Rodney King verdict, just a few years earlier, by a mostly white jury, after seeing his brutalization on tape; knew all too well the presumption of guilt laid upon their own bodies just for entering a store; and heard through the dark tunnel of that experience the resonating voice of a lawyer who spoke with the rhythm of a poet and the righteous indignation of a preacher: “If it doesn’t fit, you must acquit.”

			But there would be none of that in the federal courtroom of Judge B. Avant Edenfield. The attorneys had been warned: keep race out of it, no matter if it were true, or the consequences would be severe.

			Nonetheless, I put together a fact sheet detailing everything I knew about the case and contacted some pastors in Savannah to find out if they would be willing to protest the selective prosecution that targeted African Americans. There were a number of meetings, including one with the Reverend Joseph Lowery, then president of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), who happened to be in town. I also had a conversation with the Reverend Jesse Jackson, whose local point person, Joe Beasley, connected me with clergy in Savannah at the state meeting of the General Missionary Baptist Convention of Georgia. Days later, I organized a press conference in Savannah with some of the ministers to ask questions about the case. The ministers called on the presiding judge, who had already shown his hand of bias, to recuse himself.

			The usually sluggish pace of the criminal justice system seemed to operate on steroids in Keith’s case. He was arrested in September 1997, and he went to trial in November, just two months later. The entire trial lasted about five days. I got to testify as a character witness for about five minutes, recalling my brother’s strict upbringing in the church, his athleticism, and his trouble-free teen years. When court adjourned for the jury to deliberate, we all exited the courtroom, and my siblings and I gathered, along with our parents, under a big oak tree, dripping with Spanish moss, in the adjoining town square. Savannah’s historic antebellum architecture has always given the city a certain southern charm. But its monuments to Confederate soldiers and celebration of Civil War history also harbor the story of a time that was anything but charming for African Americans. Nevertheless, my hometown’s beauty and character are undeniable—verdant town squares with cobblestone streets, and oak trees that have been growing for hundreds of years. Beneath the vast canopy of one of those old oaks and with the thick, humid air of Savannah pushing against our lungs like a heavy burden, my family joined hands in a circle and breathed out prayers to God for mercy.

			The jury returned quickly—within hours. We filed back into that federal courtroom as a family—waiting, worrying, hoping that somehow, no matter how tense the room felt in that moment, our prayers would be answered. I searched the jurors’ faces for clues about their decision, but they seemed to avoid looking our way. That was not a good sign. The clerk read the verdict: guilty. There was a loud, collective gasp among my family members, and the tears flowed as we held one another in disappointment and disbelief.

			“Don’t let them take him away!” Valencia cried, wailing for her big brother.

			I saw pain, shock, and fear in Keith’s eyes, and I felt completely helpless, as the U.S. marshals pushed him against a wall, handcuffed him, and led him away. Our hearts broke.

			I was back in New York a few weeks later as Keith appeared before the same judge for sentencing. Once again, my mother called with the news: life in prison. Life? Nobody had died. Nobody had gotten physically hurt. Nobody even got high. Yet my brother, then a thirty-three-year-old man and army veteran with no prior criminal history, was sent to prison for the rest of his life without the possibility of parole. This was a stunning lesson about the unevenness of the criminal justice system and the racist implications of 1980s and 1990s federal drug laws that put in place the mandatory minimum sentencing guidelines, making such harsh sentences possible and rendering too many Black and brown lives disposable.

			To this point, I had been a student preparing myself for ministry, studying at the feet of giants, mostly following their lead—at Morehouse College in Atlanta, at Union Theological Seminary in New York, and at two historically significant Baptist churches, Sixth Avenue Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama, and Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem. But the spiritual meets the practical in the lives of hurting people who are facing systemic injustice. This is where ministry moves beyond the pulpit, where the church becomes a site for human transformation and the preacher actually becomes a sermon, embodying through example the gospel ethic of love and justice.

			I learned how to advocate for my brother, how to articulate the larger human rights issue, and how to rally people around it. I learned, too, how to stay the course, no matter how bleak the outlook. I drew strength from the great examples of leaders like the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., who told the white establishment poetically but unapologetically that Black people were no longer willing to wait for their freedom and then inspired an entire, multiracial movement of freedom fighters to march until the walls of legal segregation came tumbling down; the Reverend Dr. Lowery, among Dr. King’s closest confidants and one of the founders of the SCLC and its longest-serving president, who stayed in that role from 1977 to 1997, during which time the movement to free South Africa was afoot; the Reverend Dr. Otis Moss Jr., a preacher’s preacher and movement foot soldier who turned words into poetry and poetry into power in the pulpit and in the public square; the Reverend Dr. Prathia Hall, a fiery preacher who blazed new trails for women as one of the first female field organizers for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee in the early 1960s; Marian Wright Edelman, a Spelman valedictorian and Yale Law School graduate who put her brilliance and passion to work speaking up and fighting for poor, voiceless children through the Children’s Defense Fund; the Reverend Dr. Calvin O. Butts III, the activist, university president, and pastor of Abyssinian, possibly New York’s most influential Black congregation, where he had mentored me personally and directed the church’s resources into economic ventures that helped to lift the city’s poor and working class; and his pastoral predecessor the great Samuel DeWitt Proctor, also a past college president, scholar, leader of the Peace Corps in Africa, and mentor to many students who matriculated at North Carolina A&T, including a young Reverend Jesse Jackson. Growing up, I thought of Reverend Jackson as a larger-than-life civil rights superhero who channeled the liberationist vision of the civil rights movement into two presidential runs, situating political issues in a moral frame and laying the groundwork for candidates of color and women to run and win high political offices presumed out of reach for them. These and many other courageous souls whom I admired showed me that to be effective, you have to be willing to put your body in the game—show up, give what you have (your time, your money, your skills), and do what you’re asking of others.

			

			•   •   •

			Over the next two-plus decades, I did all I knew to do for my brother. I wrote letters, accepted calls, encouraged him, visited him, and never stopped trying to find a strong, competent attorney who would help our family fight for justice on his behalf. I even met with the famed attorney Johnnie Cochran and some of his associates in New York. Meanwhile, Keith was transferred across the country from one federal prison to another, making it more difficult for our family to visit him regularly. At one point he was sent to a federal prison in Leavenworth, Kansas, which has a large U.S. Army base that trains young privates, as Keith once was. My visits with Keith, though far-flung and infrequent, were essential to our brotherly bond. To touch him, laugh with him face-to-face, and see the passage of time in each other helped us to feel connected. In those moments, the prison walls and everyone else in the visiting room faded away, and we were just two brothers spending time together, catching up on news about family and friends, feeling a bit of normalcy in a situation that was anything but that.

			The years were passing, loved ones were growing older, and the dreams that my brother had dreamed as a young man in his prime—what he could become, what he could have, what he could do with his life—were slowly evaporating. When Keith first went to prison, he had been married just a year or two. Around the time of the trial, he and his wife, Robin, conceived a child. Keith was in prison by the time Zoé, his beautiful baby girl, was born, and each year he spent behind bars marked another birthday for his young daughter. Five. Twelve. Sixteen, not so sweet. I was in awe of Keith’s strength and how he managed to keep a positive outlook, but occasionally when I asked how he was doing, he couldn’t hide the sadness.

			“I’m tired,” he’d say.

			His exhaustion was mental, yet he was unwilling to let the depression overtake him. He fought the urge to feel hopeless and hung on to the belief that he would get out of prison someday. It was the biggest dream he could manage. For both of us, saying goodbye was the toughest part. The thought of him there without easy access to family, especially on holidays like Christmas and Thanksgiving, when our family had big, raucous traditional gatherings, never ceased to sadden me. Yet we never lost faith that he would join us again at our mom’s kitchen table someday. And we never stopped fighting to make it happen.

			

			•   •   •

			The lessons I learned while advocating for my brother would inform my ministry work in the years ahead in the pulpit, in the community, and even now as a U.S. senator in service to the state of Georgia and my country. I’ve seen up close the scourge on the American soul that is mass incarceration, particularly of Black and brown men, like my brother. Mass incarceration is one of the pressing civil rights issues of the day, and my push for more than two decades to free my brother is a steady source of fuel that fires my fight for real change, for transformation.

			In my brother’s case, a federal judge, nominated by the president of the United States and confirmed by the U.S. Senate, had issued that unjustly harsh sentence. Keith’s experience underscores the importance of one of the democratic values that I hold most dear: voting rights. The right to vote is at the core of a well-functioning democracy. The president and senators are elected by the people, exercising their right to vote. A vote is sacred. It avows the worth of every human being. It is in essence a prayer for the kind of world we desire for ourselves and our children.

			On election night in January 2021, when I learned that a record number of Georgia voters had chosen to make me the state’s first African American U.S. senator and only the eleventh Black senator in the entire history of the institution, I was overjoyed and deeply humbled. My dad had not lived long enough to see this day. Neither had my older brother Terry, who died in August 2012, nearly two years after my father. I desperately wanted to share this life-changing moment with my eighty-two-year-old mother, who I had insisted remain quarantined at home in Savannah because of the pandemic. My sister Joyce had the same thought, pulled out her cell phone, and punched in Mom’s number.

			“Mom,” I said when she answered. “This is your son, Senator Raphael Warnock!”

			She laughed. I could hear such joy in her laughter. I’ve learned to read her voice—a skill picked up over decades of trying to figure out a strong woman who keeps her sorrows buried deep. It was the sound of her voice that gave a hint of her pain all those years ago when she called to tell me about my brother’s arrest.

			My mother embodies the pain and the promise of America. She spent many days as a teenager in the 1950s bent over in scorching heat and in the cotton fields of Waycross, Georgia. But those now-wrinkled hands that once picked somebody else’s cotton had picked her baby boy to be a U.S. senator. She endured the degradation of Jim Crow in the land of her birth yet experienced her country’s compassion as it helped to provide housing, food, and student loans for my college debt when my father’s hard work was not enough. She’d felt the heartbreaking injustice of racism in an American criminal justice system that had sent her second-youngest son, a soldier and first-time offender, to prison for the rest of his life. Yet, here in this same America, Georgia voters were sending her baby boy to represent them in the U.S. Senate.

			And just maybe in this fractured moment in history, he’d get to help live out the meaning of his name, Raphael: “the Lord heals.” To help our nation make a way out of no way.

			But in our time on the phone that election night, Mom was having none of the serious talk. With a sense of humor that can bring levity to even the grandest moment, she wanted to make sure I wasn’t getting a big head.

			“Great!” she said, responding to my pronouncement that I’d won the Senate race.

			She liked the sound of it, her son, a U.S. senator. But just in case there was any doubt who was the boss, she added, “I’m still Mama!”

			We burst into laughter.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Close yet So Far

			In 2009, Keith had been transferred to a small federal prison in Estill, South Carolina, then a majority-Black town of roughly two thousand people. Named for a Confederate officer, Estill sits about fifty-two miles north of Savannah. This was the closest my brother had been to home in the decade since his incarceration, and our family was grateful that we could at least see him regularly. It had been tough enough that he was in prison. But his incarceration in places so far from home made the pain even more excruciating, especially for our parents. No phone calls or secondhand reports, even from a sibling’s occasional visit, could ever equate to a mother and father laying their own eyes on their child.

			By the time my parents got to see Keith in Estill, my father was ninety-one years old and needed a cane to steady his steps. But he was determined to see for himself how Keith was faring, so my brother Jeffrey drove our parents to the prison for a visit. They all sat in the visitors’ room with several other families, gathered around individual tables with their imprisoned loved ones. Dad seemed impressed by how healthy Keith appeared under the circumstances.

			“Your eyes look bright,” Dad told him. “Looks like you’ve been taking care of yourself.”

			Mom kept the conversation flowing, but Dad was mostly quiet, even more contemplative than usual. By nature, Dad was a deep thinker, sage and reflective. He often spoke in parables. Even when we got into trouble with him as children, he was more likely to use lessons from the missteps and wrong turns in his own life to correct us. By the time he finished what felt like a sermon, we almost would have preferred the spanking.

			Dad wasn’t the kind of man who wasted time on small talk or frivolity. I don’t recall him ever taking time out for recreation or a vacation. Even though he once fished to earn money, he never took us kids fishing for fun. The beach was just a half-hour drive away from home, but he never took us there either. He was cut from that generational cloth where father primarily meant two things: provider and protector. He felt no obligation to befriend his children, yet he was kindhearted and warm. We always knew he was there for us, and we felt his love, though he rarely spoke of it. Sometimes, he would regale us and later the grandchildren with magic tricks, like pulling a coin from behind our ears. He even created a puzzle, using two wire hangers that he twisted into two flawless rectangles, connected by what he called a key. He would challenge us to use the “key” to disconnect the pieces, and despite our best efforts we never could. He’d then turn his back, disassemble it in seconds, leaving us with our mouths agape. My older siblings called him Rock for all the traits the moniker implied: strong and dependable, but also stubborn and immovable. So I can imagine the bit of unspoken awkwardness Dad must have felt that day—this man of such strong character and faith, who had preached to his children all our lives about making good choices to avoid places like this, sitting inside that place, contemplating how a boy he’d raised had wound up here, close yet so far from home.

			Born in 1917, Jonathan Warnock was the youngest of Samuel and Carrie Warnock’s four children. He was the baby of the family, yet his two older brothers and sister nicknamed him Father because he always seemed older than his years. He was just four years old when his family left their home in rural Burke County, Georgia, and relocated to Savannah. His paternal grandfather, Madison Warnock, owned a farm in Burke County, and Samuel and Carrie lived and worked on the farm. At Carrie’s insistence, they left for Savannah, a city that seemed to offer more autonomy and the opportunity for a better life.

			As a young man, Dad was drafted in the U.S. Army during World War II and served about a year, all Stateside. He experienced firsthand the indignities of that era’s Black military men, who served their country dutifully at a defining time in its history yet were treated as second-class citizens, particularly in the segregated South. Dad headed back home to Savannah on a public bus. He was dressed proudly in his army uniform as the bus rolled through town, pulled to a stop, and began filling with new passengers. The white bus driver pointed at my father and ordered him to get up and move farther back so a white teenager could sit. To the white driver and passengers, the skin he was wearing was more consequential than the U.S. Army uniform he was wearing. Dad knew the grave consequences a Black man could face if he dared to disobey. Black men and boys had been dragged from their homes and lynched for less. He obliged but never forgot.

			Inspired in part by his own internal entrepreneurial drive but also by his refusal to suffer the everyday indignities and economic vulnerabilities of working for people who refused to acknowledge his humanity in the Jim Crow South, Dad always worked for himself. He had a fierce work ethic, and his hauling business sometimes transported produce—peaches, apples, watermelons—or a load of glass or junk cars to area markets or factories. By the early 1960s, he was divorced with a teenage son, Jonathan Emmanuel, who was old enough to help in the business. The two of them were transporting a load of glass in the truck late one rainy evening with two other teen boys, whom Dad had enlisted to assist. Suddenly a car appeared out of nowhere on the rural Georgia highway and rear-ended Dad’s truck. The car slammed hard into the truck and skidded partly underneath its chassis. When Dad and his stunned passengers climbed out of their vehicle, they saw blood and glass everywhere. They also saw a horrific scene inside the car, where the driver, a young white man, had been decapitated. The passenger, another young white man, had been thrown from the vehicle but miraculously survived the crash. White residents of the area heard the commotion and began gathering at the dreadful scene. Shattered lives and shards of glass spilled all over that rural Georgia highway. Within minutes, the sheriff, also white, arrived, lights flashing and sirens blaring.

			As Dad looked into the sea of white faces, a sense of foreboding filled him. Saddened by what had just happened and terrified by what appeared on the verge of happening, Dad inched close to his boys and whispered that they had to stick together. They might have to fight for their lives. Dad began to pray. Not the long or eloquent prayer of a Sunday morning preacher, but the hushed sounds and urgent pleas of a man in trouble. As they would sometimes do in those late-night prayer services in the Holiness Church tradition, in which I was raised, Dad simply called on the name of Jesus—repeatedly, silently, passionately. The sheriff approached and in his thick Georgia drawl questioned Dad and his passengers about the accident. Then, after taking his time to survey the scene, the sheriff turned to Dad with an unexpected question: “You boys need a ride home?”

			In shock, Dad and the teenagers glanced back and forth at one another. The sheriff added that he’d warned the young men in the car multiple times about driving drunk and flying so recklessly up and down those rural back roads. This wasn’t the reaction Dad expected in this era with a group of Black men left to explain the death of a young white man and the injury of another. But Dad and his helpers all lived to tell the story. And tell it, Dad did—over and over in his sermons, recounting God’s grace and mercy. After recounting the story, he would often recite the scripture that says, “The name of the Lord is a strong tower: the righteous run into it and are safe” (Proverbs 18:10).

			Dad had entered parish ministry in his forties, eventually becoming the senior pastor of Triumph the Church and Kingdom of God in Christ. My mother joined the congregation when she returned to Savannah after a failed marriage. She had been about eighteen years old when she first made her way to Savannah and lived with an aunt who was a Holiness preacher. In time, Mom got married, moved for a few years to Florida, and started her own family. But the marriage didn’t last, and when she moved back to Savannah, her new pastor was divorced with four children (a son and three daughters). Mom was twenty-one years younger, also divorced, and the mother of six children (five sons and a daughter).

			One evening after service, one of the church mothers, a position of authority and reverence that is bestowed on the most senior women of the congregation, told my father that a young lady from church needed a ride home. The young lady was my mom. The two of them talked during the ride and realized that they had much in common, despite the obvious age difference. A friendship began blossoming, and on one occasion when the pastor drove his new friend home, she invited him inside. He marveled over how this single mother managed to keep her home so spotless, well organized, and orderly while raising six children there.

			He had an idea and politely excused himself.

			“I’ll be right back,” he said and left briefly.

			He returned a short while later with a take-out dinner for Mom and her children. The thoughtful gesture immediately won over the children, especially Jeffrey, the big eater of the family. That was the first of many dates, often with all six of the young mother’s children in tow. The pastor would come by in his burgundy station wagon, and they’d all climb in for a ride to River Street, a walk down its cobblestone way lined by little shops, then a stop on the way back home at the local Dairy Queen. The couple soon fell in love and got married, blending their families into one.

			I entered the world on July 23, 1969, the eleventh child in our big family. My father was thrilled that God had blessed him with another son at fifty-two years old. He believed in the power of words and put much thought into my name. He chose Raphael, whom people of faith believe was an archangel and healer—thus, the Hebrew meaning, “the Lord heals.” For my middle name, he picked Gamaliel, a wise Jewish teacher of the law who mentored the apostle Paul and in a critical moment defended the apostles against persecution. The name means “gift from God.”

			I was the baby of the family for less than a year when, just ten days short of that mark, my sister Valencia Reneé, number 12, came along. The two of us were raised as close as twins, and in everybody else’s eyes we were a unit, nicknamed Ray and Nay, “the babies.” We were post-civil-rights-movement babies, born in the years following the assassinations of Dr. King and Robert Kennedy, and the killing of three Black students at South Carolina State in Orangeburg. We were born amid the chaos of Vietnam War protests, a burgeoning Black Power movement, and a nation still reckoning with the complexity of its own self-understanding, conceived in liberty, expanded through genocide, built by slaves.

			There was still so far to go, but we reaped the benefits of the movement, of paths cleared, doors kicked open, and a country that was coming to grips with the ugliest parts of its past and deciding that “we the people” could be better. Jim Crow with its discriminatory

			
			

			•   •   •

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			•   •   •

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			•   •   •

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			•   •   •

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			•   •   •

			
			
			
			
			
		

	


OEBPS/images/9780593491553_cover.jpg
A Memoir %f Truth, Transformation,
and the New American Story

RAPHAEL G. WARNOC

&N
A"> ¢ \






OEBPS/images/9780593491553_title_page.jpg
A Way Out of No Way

A MEMOIR OF TRUTH, TRANSFORMATION,
AND THE NEW AMERICAN STORY

Raphael G. Warnock

PeENGUIN PrEss * New York - 2022






