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			To family.

			To Fire and Brimstone.

			To change.

		

	
		
		
			
			Give me one hundred preachers who fear nothing but sin and desire nothing but God;…such alone will shake the gates of hell.

				—John Wesley, the founder of Methodism
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			THE “RACE QUESTION”

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			The Letter

			
				 

				 

				The people in this town who speak the most freely are usually those we dislike most.

				—Rev. Robert L. Archibald Jr., March 2, 1968

				 

			

			I was born in the midst of revolution.

			The son of a preacher, the grandson of preachers. The great-grandson of preachers, too. They were all Methodists—until you look beyond the Civil War. They preached on horseback and on foot and—in my dad’s case—in a little white Fiat Spider. They preached of right and wrong and grace and goodness and believed it, I think, to their bones. They preached of stewardship—“pay up” in Methodist-speak—and dutifully passed the collection plate for missions in faraway places and building funds at home. In the name of God and something they called sanctifying grace, they preached in the Old South and longed for a New South, but were silent, too silent, on the complicit and conspiratorial South I never came to see until I was fully grown.

			
			I was born in Alabaster, Alabama, a little crossroads outside Birmingham with a Methodist church and a Baptist church in those days, a stop sign, and a set of railroad tracks.

			I was born on April 5, 1963, in the willful ignorance of the white South. I never knew, until much later, that as my mother went into labor, the foot soldiers of revolution gathered across the county line, that at the moment of my birth, Birmingham readied for a battle that was long overdue. The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. had not yet put his Dream to words, but he had come to this town to change the world with another masterpiece.

			Birmingham—white Birmingham—didn’t like King’s arrival. Not the merchants, who mourned the lost dollar, or the cops, who demanded obedience. Not the Klansmen, who longed for the way things used to be, or the preachers, who feared the noise and glare and shining incongruities, who wanted so badly to stuff the powder back in its keg that they never saw the explosion coming. Even as they lit its fuse.

			I was born in the midst of revolution. And I didn’t even know.

			A week after my birth, eight clergy members, Christians and Jews, printed a letter in The Birmingham News asking for the demonstrations to stop in the name of law and order and “common sense.” Eight white Birmingham men of God stood for the status quo.

			King read their words and understood exactly what they meant. It was the past coming for the present, a call to do nothing, again, to slow the roll of justice in the name of peace. It was cowardice masquerading as reason. Silence in the guise of God.

			Martin Luther King Jr. read that letter and decided he would march in Birmingham, even as friends advised against it. He was too important, they said. Tensions were too high, Birmingham was too hot. They warned him he could be hurt, or killed, or kept in jail for months by Eugene “Bull” Connor’s police department. But he marched, and was arrested a few hours later. It was Good Friday—the day Jesus was hung to die after being betrayed by silver and silence. It was April 12. I was seven days old.

			
			King was charged with parading without a permit, a crime deemed serious enough for solitary confinement. They put him in one cell and his colleague Rev. Ralph David Abernathy in another. And there they stayed. For days.

			Connor, an active Methodist, thought Birmingham could keep King silent. Connor wanted him silent. Because silence is safe, and law-abiding, and powerless. Silence doesn’t march, or demonstrate, or demand justice, or force you to see yourself. Silence vanishes. Into the night, like those men in hoods in their ’57 Chevys with whip antennas bent double.

			But what came out of that cell spoke louder than King ever had, up to then. What came out changed the city and the world and screamed with a voice that would not be silenced.

			Legend has it King began his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail”—what many think of as the most powerful written document of the civil rights era—on the margins of newspaper scraps. It was the best recycling ever. He finished the rest in a legal pad somebody slipped him inside, and the pieces were assembled like a jigsaw puzzle by King’s friend Wyatt Tee Walker.

			The words were loud, and strong, and righteous.

			I never read them. Not in Birmingham schools in the 1970s or my dad’s churches or history classes at the University of Alabama in the 1980s. They were not assigned or recommended in classes I took. I never read them until I got my first newspaper job at The Birmingham News in 1986 and needed to know the story of the city’s past.

			
			The date of the letter was never lost on me. It was April 16, 1963. It was written eleven days after my birth, twenty-three miles from the hospital where I was born.

			I came to love that letter, for it was bold and spoke in phrases I could pretend to claim, in the way a white person of privilege might foolishly want to do:

			
				I am in Birmingham because injustice is here.

			

			Yeah.

			
				I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.

			

			Can I get an amen?

			
				We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.

			

			We are. It does.

			I wanted it to be mine. I tried to claim it. It was my town, the time of my life. But it would take me a long time to find my place in it. And it would not be the way I thought. Because the point of the letter did not emanate from the lyrical phrases that would become memes for justice. The point of the letter was, in many ways, the rebuke.

			For retreat, in the name of peace.

			For obedience, in the name of law.

			For silence, in the voice of God.

			
			The point of the letter was shame and disappointment, and a truth so deep and ingrained that some people look at it for a lifetime and never see it at all. The point of this letter was not a message to Black people who lived the struggle and knew the barriers and blockades. It was a message to cautious and careful white people, like those eight clergy members—the Waitful Eight, some call them—to whom King addressed the letter. Like the members of my family, who thought they understood. It was to people just like mine, who tried to live like Jesus but turned the other cheek only to look away.
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					Birmingham firemen spraying demonstrators at the Birmingham Children’s Crusade in May 1963 captured the world’s attention, as had the words the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. wrote from Birmingham’s jail the month before.

				
			
			King, in his letter, was direct:

			
			I must confess that over the past few years I have been gravely disappointed with the white moderate. I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is not the White Citizen’s Counciler or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate, who is more devoted to “order” than to justice….Shallow understanding from people of good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering than outright rejection.
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					The mug shot from the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s booking in the Birmingham Jail, April 1963

				
			
			You can see it today, as then, when protesters demonstrate against police shootings or economic injustice or governmental neglect. The racist or the closet racist clicks his or her tongue and speaks of entitlement, and just how far we have come in the South and the nation. The well-heeled moderate calls for order, and peace, and caution until all the facts come in. I have done it myself. Shallow understanding from people of goodwill causes them to wait, and the silence persists.

			
			It’s easy to recognize that in a state where it is expected, where George Wallace stood in a schoolhouse door to keep education for the privileged. It’s simple to spot in a town that is less explosive than it used to be but is in many ways as separate and segregated as it was when King was known as “Mike,” when he came to stay with friends and confidants in the Birmingham neighborhood known as Dynamite Hill, where whites tried to control real estate with bombs. Misunderstanding is easy, and accidental, if careless.

			But silence? Silence is something else. Silence, I always thought, was guilt. Silence was see no evil, acknowledge no evil, pretend there is no evil. Pretend we are post-evil. Silence is sinister, in a state and a region and a world that has long coaxed us to look away.

			So when I was old enough to seek understanding, to question the most dedicated and humble and courageous and honest man I ever knew, I read King’s letter again, for the fiftieth time, and wondered if my family owned—if I owned—that part of it I didn’t want.

			I was half a century old by then. My father, a preacher in the Birmingham area in the 1960s and that man I most admired, was now dead. King was almost fifty years gone, and my grandfather, also a preacher in Birmingham in the 1960s, had died a year after King.

			My dad and granddad were legends of love and joy in my family and their communities, men of goodwill who believed in their God and their church in deep and profound ways. My parents hammered into their children that all people—all people—were entitled to the love and respect and the justice we took for granted. Dad quietly insisted I remain in public school in Decatur, Alabama, in 1970, the first year of court-ordered integration. He quietly met with Black preachers during those turbulent times, and quietly signed me up for a new, integrated Cub Scout pack at the Black Methodist church where his friend the Reverend Watt Washington preached.

			
			He—along with my mother—quietly made me all I am, for good or for ill.

			Quietly.

			I struggled, though, to remember his words. I recalled none from the pulpit about race and justice and the sins that suffocated the South. I recalled no public acknowledgment of marches, no words about King or the Black ministers in Birmingham—the Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth or King’s brother A. D. King, both of whom were bombed out of their houses for daring to claim that all men and women really were created equal in that American dream.

			I believe Dad feared losing his congregation, that it was better to have subtle influence than outright rejection.

			“Once you lose them, they’re gone,” he said once about another matter.

			So the “racial issue,” as he called it, the “race question,” became a political matter, a secular query to be answered outside the sanctuary that was the church, if at all. In the back of my mind it haunted me. All that time I’d seen only the goodwill. I had never confronted what it meant. King cut deep:

			
				I felt that the white ministers, priests and rabbis of the South would be among our strongest allies. Instead, some have been outright opponents, refusing to understand the freedom movement and misrepresenting its leaders; all too many others have been more cautious than courageous and have remained silent behind the anesthetizing security of stained glass windows.

			

			Silent.

			
				I came to Birmingham with the hope that the white religious leadership of this community would see the justice of our cause and, with deep moral concern, would serve as the channel through which our just grievances could reach the power structure. I had hoped that each of you would understand. But again I have been disappointed.

			

			
			I come from a family of ministers, in a state burdened by a history of injustice, in a region guided by those with the biggest Bibles and the loudest pulpits, and it took the death of my parents to make me question who I was.

			I’d always pretended there was symmetry between me and King. I stayed in Birmingham, I told myself on my most haughty days, because injustice was here. What arrogance. What foolishness.

			I had read all the inspiring parts of King’s letter and committed many to memory. But I read right over the damning parts, those that charged my world like an indictment in the days after my birth. What if? What if, I had to ask, it charged my family, too?

			They were people of goodwill, I was sure. What if that’s not enough?

			I thought, when I finally asked myself the question, that it was too late to know, with certainty. My father was gone, and memories fade. Until I found the file cabinets he left behind, with hundreds of sermons—every sermon he gave and some he gave many times—dated and noted and tucked away, in my own basement.

			I knew this man. I knew his heart, and it was large. Now I could know where he put his words, in the crucible of Birmingham, in the cradle of the civil rights movement, at a turning point in history.

			If only I dared.

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			A  Serious Man

			
				 

				 

				Never say something is too big to budge until you have asked your father to help you.

				—Rev. Robert L. Archibald Jr., October 29, 1967

				 

			

			Dad always was a responsible man, so when it snowed a solid foot in Huntsville, Alabama, when I was two, he did not tie my sled to the back of his car as he did for my siblings and the other neighborhood children. He did not allow me to ride up Monte Sano Mountain, sliding, careening behind his Rambler station wagon in a long whipping train of sleds, screaming, like all those other kids, and praying only for life.

			Nope. Dad was always a responsible man. He left me there on the side of the road. In the snow.

			I was two.

			Mother—Mary—came to rescue me, plucking me out of a drift.

			“Honey!” she said to my dad later, after he towed the other children back up the side of Huntsville’s steepest mountain and prepared to make another run.

			
			“Oh, bless Patty, sweet!” he said. “I was coming right back.”

			Dad was always a responsible man. During that cold winter in Decatur in the seventies, when the Tennessee River froze as solid as a big river in the South can freeze, he insisted on walking out on the ice with us, so if we fell in, he’d be there to drown at our sides. When I slipped and fell, knocking myself senseless, he packed snow on my head to stop the bleeding while the other children scooted around on the ice.

			It was only a concussion.

			“Honey!” my mother said later. “Why didn’t you bring him home?”

			“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Mary,” Dad said. “He wasn’t going to die!”
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					A whipping, sliding trail of danger on Monte Sano Mountain in Huntsville, Alabama, circa 1964

				
			
			
			Dad was of the opinion that children needed a little adventure in their lives—that’s why they healed so well. So he tied ropes in trees and took us on perilous hikes, on winding trails overlooking certain death.

			“Do it. Just walk across.”

			We leapt from rock to rock on slippery waterfalls, and once he encouraged me to dive into a swimming hole in north Alabama, even as we watched what must have been half a dozen snakes swimming across the surface.

			“Do it. They’ll get away from you once you jump in,” he said. “Don’t be a mugwump, now. In or out.”

			A mugwump, as he told us, was an indecisive person, one who sits on a fence with his mug on one side and his wump on the other.

			When we fell and scraped our knees, bumped our heads or stubbed our toes, he had the answer.

			“Looks like I’m gonna have to cut it off,” he’d say. And up we would fly.

			I twisted my ankle on a hike up the Appalachian Trail when I was ten or eleven. He examined it.

			“I think you’ll live,” he said. “Better walk it off. Go ahead, do it.”

			“Gosh, Dad,” I said.

			“Watch that mouth, son. Don’t take God’s name in vain.”

			“Sorry.”

			We were not permitted to say “gosh” or “gawd” or “golly.” “My God,” “for “God’s sake” and “Lord a’mercy” were strictly forbidden as well, as were any derivatives thereof.

			“I swanny” was expletive enough, or “Sam Hill,” “bless Patty” or “for Pete’s sake.” As in: “What in the Sam Hill are you children waiting on?”

			“I’m scared, Daddy.”

			
			“Oh, for Pete’s sake, I’ve got you. Just do it! Jump off that cotton-pickin’ log, and don’t look down.”

			“One…two…three…go!”

			“Well, bless Patty, you did it!”

			I guess we all got a little bit of Dad’s “Do it!” genes, the need for adventure and action, to push ourselves, and, more important, our companions, on to a little risk. We all got it, but my older brothers, Mark and Murray, got the most.

			Like when Mark, who was three years older than me and closest to my age—found the snapping turtle:

			“Stick your finger out, just to see if it will bite,” he said. “Go ahead, do it! How bad can it be?”

			Bad.

			Or when he dared me to leap off the bluff above the river:

			“Don’t worry. Just do it! If you get knocked out, I’ll save you.”

			And I’m sure he would.

			Or when he told me I would have no problem, at the age of ten, carrying a thirty-pound boulder down the side of a mountain.

			“You’re strong—just do it! Just drop it if it gets too heavy….Not on your fingers!”

			But Murray, well, no one could coax or dare or cajole more effectively than Murray, the oldest of us four preacher’s kids. Mary Beth—two years younger than Murray and seven years older than I—imitates him to this day, screwing up her face and spitting out the words, like the Wicked Witch of the West.

			“Do it! Go ahead, do it, my pretty!”

			He did it when he was ten, when he picked wild toadstools in the backyard, mixed them with dirt, spread it all on a saltine cracker and dared the girl next door to eat it.

			“Do it! Come on, do it!”

			
			He did it when he was fifty, too, when he gathered fat slugs from Mother and Dad’s front sidewalk, and urged his nephews to eat them.

			“Do it! It’s not so bad. Have you ever had escargot? It’s a delicacy! Just do it!”

			“God, Murray, what are you feeding them?”

			“Watch your mouth, son. Don’t take God’s name in vain.”

			“Sorry, Dad.”

			But Murray was always hard to resist, and just as hard to stop, whether he was heaving rotten eggs into the neighbor’s yard, feeding slimy slugs to children or putting on one of the many elaborate plays and spectacles he created even as a child. He was quite the producer, Murray, and one did not easily say no to his casting.

			My debut in his plays came in 1963, or so family legend has me believe. Of course, my debut in life came that year, too, so I had no opportunity to turn down the part. I was eight months old.

			Still, I had the title role—a starring role—in a play produced, written and directed by Murray, and also starring him in multiple parts, including the heroic father and the sinister old villain. I would appear as the Baby New Year, in a play called—and this should have been a warning—The Year Without a New Year.

			All my siblings played roles, for no one could resist Murray’s charms, or his urging.

			“Do it. Come on, do it! We need you!”

			Everything Murray has ever done has been a production, like the way he feng-shuis any hotel room he checks into, rearranging furniture, re-draping drapes, substituting the art on the walls, even if he plans to stay only overnight. He carries extra lighting in case the room, or part of it, needs brightening, and fabric to hang over lamps if the bulbs are too harsh. At Christmas, he arranges the mountain of gifts under the tree so only those with the most appealing wrapping—those wrapped by himself or Mary Beth—are visible from the front. Murray once repainted all the figures in Mother’s Nativity scene because the shepherd’s expression was “too dour” and the wise men’s robes looked “dull and lifeless, anything but wise.”

			
			“There,” he said when he was finished. “Now that’s how you want to look when you go to greet the son of God!”

			It was the same then. All in, all the way, all the time. He built a set in the basement with plywood and cardboard, painting it carefully for just the right effect. He stitched together costumes from old Halloween-wear and cloaks from the Christmas pageant at church. He painted my name—Baby New Year—on a red satin sash that once belonged to the wise man Melchior. He gathered props. A broom and a mop, a caldron and an old china barrel Dad used to pack the dishes when we moved from parsonage to parsonage.

			We practiced, or they did. I was only eight months old, like I said, so it was not really a speaking part. Then Murray did what any good producer would do. He set a date and a time, and he sold tickets. Or so goes the family legend.

			And people came. It was hard, even then, to tell him no.

			The curtain opened and there we were, a happy family celebrating the coming of a New Year. Murray played the father. Mary Beth the demure mother. She had already grown a little wary of these productions, having been forced in a recent play to deliver a baby onstage—a big round-headed baby doll. Mother and Dad and the grandparents burst out laughing in that scene, and my shy sister was mortified. She was sure they were laughing at her and not the role, and she cried.

			Mark was three, and he stood scowling on the edge of the stage from the moment the curtain rose—if there had been an actual curtain. He was dressed in a long blond wig and a red skirt, his lips bright with red lipstick, his cheeks caked with rouge. Mark was the daughter. He had fallen for Murray’s charm, the power of “Do it! Do it!” But he was not happy about it. He never moved. He simply glowered.
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					Murray, far left, always had a way of making us siblings perform in his plays, as in this one with neighbors in Jacksonville, Alabama, in the mid-1960s.

				
			
			As the play progressed it was revealed that an evil old man—Murray—hoped to stop his advancing years by kidnapping the Baby New Year. Even then, Murray recognized the importance of keeping one’s youth. He swept across the stage, laughing cruelly, “Ha, ha, ha ha.” He scooped me from my crib and ran offstage to end Act I, shrieking: “There will never be another New Year!”

			I must acknowledge that a few of these details are in dispute, like any oral history passed down across the decades. When I asked my father to sort out fact from fiction, he bit his lip and simply looked perplexed. So I am left to assemble all the pieces. It is a duty. From what I gathered, Act II began in the villain’s lair, with Murray pacing back and forth in front of the china barrel, a metal-rimmed cylinder the color of cardboard that stood about four feet tall and snapped airtight.

			
			Murray gave a soliloquy, telling the audience his plan to hold the baby captive so he could live forever, locked in eternal youth, although it looked more like middle age, with that mustache.

			The muttering in the audience had already begun.

			“Where is John?”

			“I don’t see John.”

			But the play went on, Mark still standing on the side of the stage, scowling, even though he was not in this scene, Murray earnestly, precisely reciting his lines.

			“As long as I have the Baby New Year locked safely away in this barrel, I will remain young and beautiful…forever! Ha, ha, ha, ha!”

			The audience again:

			“You don’t think!”

			“Oh, my stars!”

			“What in the Sam Hill?”

			“Bless Patty!”

			It’s quite possible, I suppose, that I slept through the entire second act, and possibly the whole play, deep in the womb of that barrel. But family legend has it that all hell broke loose.

			The whispers turned to murmurs and the murmurs to shouts. Dad leapt from his chair, bounding to the stage and ripping the lid off the barrel. He pulled me out blinking and slobbering, and held me high for the crowd—specifically my mother—to see.

			And the crowd cheered.

			But Murray was crushed. His play was ruined. To make matters worse, the production was canceled, even the next day’s matinee. And if that injury needed more insult, Dad made him give refunds.

			“Do it, son. Go ahead, do it!”

			
			Murray is indignant about that even today, more than a half century after his play was unceremoniously shut down. It would have been something truly special, he knows. It was far less dangerous than chugging up the mountain behind a Rambler station wagon, or leaping from rock to rock above some mountain waterfall. That was the real injustice of it.

			“There was plenty of air in that barrel,” he says, as he did just before Dad died a few years back. “Why did you have to do that, Daddy?”

			Dad just stared, still dumbfounded after all those years.

			“Oh, for Pete’s sake, son…”

			Like I said, Dad always has been a responsible man.

		

	
		
		
			
			3

			Bombingham

			
				 

				 

				I spoke to God last night. With him I shared my dreams. A living sacrifice, I want to be wholly accepted, Lord, to thee. But instead, to my weary soul it seems weakness and failure follow me.

				—Rev. Robert L. Archibald Jr., journal entry, March 25, 1963

				 

			

			Most people think Birmingham got its nickname, “Bombingham,” after four little girls were killed in an explosion on a September Sunday morning at Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. But that’s not true. As many as forty bombs, some lit with fuses and others detonated with timers rigged from fishing bobbers in leaky buckets, exploded across the city between the end of World War II and the Sixteenth Street blast in 1963.

			Birmingham was exploding as I was born.

			I know this not from Alabama schoolteachers, for they taught me none of it. At least not officially. Nor did I learn it at home. My family left the Birmingham area a few months after I was born, moving to larger and more prestigious churches across north Alabama, and would not return for a decade. But for years to come, the mere mention of the “Birmingham problem” drew little more than faraway looks of sadness from my mother and father.

			
			It was turmoil and meanness from a past no one wanted to see, and it might as well have been the Civil War. It was as if all the violence and injustice in centuries of slavery and racism could be tied up in a bow and dismissed as “Birmingham.”

			All that was too hard to comprehend. So it was common for reputable and important people to simply shake their heads grimly, to talk instead of just how far we’d come.

			Look how far we’ve come.

			Just look where we’re going!

			Yeah, right.

			So I grew up, the son of reputable and important people of goodwill, with no real idea that the state of Alabama was at war with itself, that its most prominent city was ruled by terror for decades. Birmingham and Atlanta were roughly the same size in the 1950s. Atlanta was moving forward, though, while Birmingham looked back. Atlanta called itself the city “too busy to hate.” Birmingham, as the world would learn, was not that busy.

			But I didn’t know that growing up. I didn’t know how housing laws in the 1940s separated Black people from white, how failure to abide by the strictures of that rule brought Klansmen out to enforce it. I could not comprehend a world where, even after the U.S. Supreme Court struck down laws allowing housing discrimination, segregationists kept their version of order with dynamite—which was easy to find in a mining town like Birmingham—and the impunity that only collusion with the local police could bring.

			The Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth, a young civil rights leader and pastor of the Bethel Baptist Church in northern Birmingham, was blown from his own bed in the Christmas Day bombing of 1956. His church was bombed again and again, but the fire burned in him as much as around him.

			
			It was Shuttlesworth who talked Dr. King into coming to Birmingham in the year of my birth. It was Shuttlesworth who saw that the hatred in Birmingham was so barbaric it would shock the world into attention. It was Shuttlesworth who knew what would take place.

			Birmingham was exploding all around, and I never knew.

			Not as a child. Not of bombs or demonstrations or corrupt governments that did all in their power, and the power they claimed but did not deserve, to keep Black people in their place of disadvantage. I did not know of sit-ins at downtown department stores on the day I was born, or Shuttlesworth’s march to city hall the next day, or the arrests that would follow. I did not know of King’s incarceration or his letter from jail or a summer so intense its shocking images of snarling dogs and bludgeoning fire hoses would be seen on television screens around the world.
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					The Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth, kneeling, in tie, led marchers in Birmingham, Alabama, on April 6, 1963, the day after I was born.

				
			
			
			Only much later, when I read the words of Harrison Salisbury in The New York Times—they were considered fighting words in Birmingham back in 1960—did I begin to see.

			“From Red Mountain, where a cast-iron Vulcan looks down 500 feet to the sprawling city, Birmingham seems veiled in the poisonous fumes of distant battles,” he began under the headline fear and hatred grip birmingham.

			It speaks to me like poetry. It paints a masterpiece of a place I love and live and shines a light on all its flaws. It makes me fear the past, for if I look too deeply into it, I’m afraid of what I’ll see:

			
				On a fine April day, however, it is only the haze of acid fog belched from the stacks of the Tennessee Coal and Iron Company’s Fairfield and Ensley works that lies over the city.

				But more than a few citizens, both white and Negro, harbor growing fear that the hour will strike when the smoke of civil strife will mingle with that of the hearths and forges.

			

			It speaks to me like poetry and truth and pain and premonition. Because I know now what will come for this city that tore itself apart. I read it, I can see it now. I can almost live it. And I dread where this journey will lead.

			Salisbury’s story was legendary when I went to work in the newspaper business in Birmingham much later. It said the things few locals were willing to say, in a way that embarrassed chamber-of-commerce types and prompted the powerful to decry “outside agitators.” It said what could not or would not be said in civic clubs or between the stained-glass windows of white churches. It told truths that dared not be spoken in the oppressive censorship of the mid-century South:

			
			Every channel of communication, every medium of mutual interest, every reasoned approach, every inch of middle ground has been fragmented by the emotional dynamite of racism, reinforced by the whip, the razor, the gun, the bomb, the torch, the club, the knife, the mob, the police and many branches of the state’s apparatus.

				In Birmingham neither blacks nor whites talk freely. A pastor carefully closes the door before he speaks. A Negro keeps an eye on the sidewalk outside his house. A lawyer talks in the language of conspiracy.

				Telephones are tapped, or there is fear of tapping. Mail has been intercepted and opened. Sometimes it does not reach its destination. The eavesdropper, the informer, the spy have become a fact of life.

			

			I always wondered how so many otherwise courageous, decent men and women could look away, blind or oblivious or numb to the injustice surrounding them. It never dawned on me to look at my own home.

			Salisbury’s thunderbolt of a story appeared in the Times on April 12, 1960. A few weeks later, my dad climbed into his pulpit at Alabaster Central Methodist Church, as it was then known, and preached a sermon about the horrors of the world.

			His sermon was called “Where Is God?” and was based on a psalmist’s cry. He began by relaying a conversation:

			
				Some time ago a group of men were talking. They were not talking about the bills and inventories that they had. They were not talking about the problems of their respective jobs. They were talking about the problems of the world—Katanga, Cuba, Vietnam and the many other problems that face the world. Finally one of the men just burst forth with the agonizing cry: “Where is God? Where has God gone?”

			

			
			In the margins he scribbled notes. “Near East. Cambodia. Korea. Guatemala.”

			Not Birmingham. Not among the bombs, or the whips, or the blades, or the politicians pandering in the name of God to a confused and hateful population. Not so close to home.

			“Where is God?” I cannot help but think it a good question, for God is not in a sermon spoken from a pulpit in the shadow of Bombingham in the age of hatred and fear. Not even with the words of the Psalms and the great theologians. There is no mention of rights or race or wrongs in this church a half hour from Bull Connor’s office in Birmingham’s city hall. No mention of beatings or lynchings or the inhumanity of racism.

			“Problems” are easier when they are foreign and far away, the sins simpler to hate when they are academic and theoretical. The omissions are glaring and the references, if they exist at all, veiled and vague.

			The real problems were never foreign and far away. They were there in the courthouses that denied Black people the right to vote, there in the pews, where uncomfortable silence apologized for the hate of the Klansmen, who proclaimed it “Christian” to stand against equality for all. It was there in Birmingham, where powerful men argued that church was no place for integration. It was there in Alabaster, in my father’s own church, and at his alma mater, Birmingham-Southern College.

			Salisbury talked about BSC in his story, too. And it surely would have struck home with my father, for Birmingham-Southern was like a friend to him. It is a Methodist liberal arts college and headquarters of the North Alabama Conference of the Methodist Church, the regional ruling body of the church to which he was so committed. He loved the rolling hills of that campus, and took his family there every chance he got. He sang for the bishop’s choir there, and attended conference sessions in its arena. He parked there to walk to Alabama football games at Legion Field, the old gray lady once known as the “Football Capital of the South.”

			
			The president of Birmingham-Southern College in 1960, Henry King Stanford, was under intense pressure then to expel a young white student who dared to participate in sit-ins supporting the civil rights of Black people, Salisbury wrote. Stanford refused to rush to judgment, and stood by Thomas Reeves, the twenty-one-year-old student and part-time preacher.

			“In Birmingham this kind of courage does not come cheaply,” Salisbury wrote.

			He went on to quote an anonymous Birmingham citizen about the pressures to remain silent.

			“You weigh the situation. You take the counsels of caution. You listen to the voices which say don’t rock the boat,” the unnamed person said. “But finally the time comes when a man has to stand up and be counted.”

			If not then, well, when? If not from a pulpit, then where?

			The words of Dr. King ring in my head:

			
				I came to Birmingham with the hope that the white religious leadership of this community would see the justice of our cause and, with deep moral concern, would serve as the channel through which our just grievances could reach the power structure. I had hoped that each of you would understand. But again I have been disappointed.

			

			Disappointed. Again.

		

	
		
		
			
			4

			Closer to God

			
				 

				 

				The lives we live when we are unconscious of being watched by others reveals to them our faith—or lack of it.

				—Rev. Robert L. Archibald Jr., February 20, 1966

				 

			

			Dad was not a tall man. Five feet eight, tops, with a crooked smile and sparkling eyes and a head that was bald on top long before I was born.

			People remember the sparkle of his eyes. And the way he’d stand behind the pulpit beaming, belting out the old Methodist hymns and bouncing—bouncing up and down on his tiptoes—as if he could not contain the spirit inside.

			He might have done that because of his height, to seem somehow larger before his flock, but I don’t think so. I think it was pure joy. He was in his place, in his space, carrying on the family business in a life that seemed predestined. When he sang of his God and grace and faith, he was home, where the rules were clear and goodness was written in a book validated by all of his favorite philosophers and theologians. And his heart. In his pulpit he could be sure, and never more than when he sang the jubilant hymns of Charles Wesley, the prolific brother of John Wesley, who founded Methodism:

			
			O for a thousand tongues to sing

				My great Redeemer’s praise,

				The glories of my God and King,

				The triumphs of His grace!

			

			When I close my eyes I can see him in that pulpit, oblivious and joyful. And loud. Because that’s where all the worries of his life were stripped away. That’s where he could forget the illness of his wife or the missteps of his children. In that moment he did not have to be burdened with the sick and the dying in his congregation, or the demands of the bishop, or the Pastor-Parish Relations Committee, or the gossips who might stop by the parsonage just to see if our new Saint Bernard, Bubbles, was too hard on the furniture.

			But when I really think of Dad, he is not in church. He is at home, picking chords on a baritone ukulele, singing old cowboy folk songs to my mother:

			
				Come sit by my side if you love me,

				Do not hasten to bid me adieu,

				Just remember the Red River Valley,

				And the cowboy who loved you so true.

			

			I remember him with a harmonica in his mouth and a grin somehow still on his face. I think of him standing on the sidelines at Banks High School in Birmingham, watching me practice with my football team, interested but not interfering. I think of him coming to me after a brawl in which another boy got the worst of it, saying, “I don’t want you to fight, but if you do, I’m glad you won.”

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					With my father, the Reverend Robert L. Archibald Jr., at Cane Creek Falls at Camp Glisson in northern Georgia. At the time, in the early 1990s, Dad grappled with the issue of gay rights and acceptance in the church.

				
			
			I think of him marching into the bathroom at my sister’s high school with cleaning supplies to erase her name and number scrawled in a stall by some teenage punk. I think of him as a scoutmaster who remained for all his days an Eagle Scout. I think of him loving and accepting his children even when all four of them did things that caused him agony. I remember him showing up, unannounced and uninvited, to a court hearing I did not think he knew about, in which I had to cop out loud to stealing a box of condoms from Big “B” Drugs. I threw myself on the mercy of the court. And the mercy of Dad.

			
			He patted my knee, in a silence I welcomed, and appreciated. The only thing I remember him saying that day came after the hearing.

			“You know stealing is wrong,” he said, and I nodded. “Right now we’re not even going to talk about what you took.”

			For that I was grateful.

			Mostly I think of my dad in the outdoors, identifying birds and writing them down in a little spiral notebook he carried in his pocket. I think of him camping in a big blue tent, for he did not believe in hotels. He came from the same school of Methodism as the Finches in To Kill a Mockingbird, after all. The ones, as Harper Lee put it, wary of “doing what…was not for the glory of God, as the putting on of gold and costly apparel.” Or staying in extravagant lodgings when a tent was closer to nature anyway, and nature was—it went without saying, as so many things did—closer to God.

			Where I was closest to Dad, where I prefer to think of him most, is on a smooth little lake in the north Georgia mountains, with songbirds singing and dawn breaking to burn away the mist. Lake Hale sits on the property of Camp Glisson, a Methodist campground my mother’s father helped found in the 1930s. We fly-fished there, nearly every year, in a canoe that he, most often, paddled silently as I fished.

			Dad taught me with a chartreuse popping bug, a little wooden fly with rubber bands for wings. He taught me as a child—patiently—how to tie the fly onto the leader, how to draw out my line and whip it, all in the wrist, so it swept over the water like a flying insect and dropped, gently, inches from the bank, where the little bass and bream gathered. If the flight is right, the fish will take notice before it even hits the water. And then with a little tug and a little shake, you make it judder through water until—whoosh!—the surface explodes with fish and fins and fury.

			
			Fly-fishing on a lake is far different from what you see in rushing
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