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			To Mom and Dad: Thank you for your love. You have shown me a sense of place, grace, and hope while not conforming to our history, and for that I remain forever grateful.

			To Professor Jonathan L. Walton, Bertha, Gil, Cody, and Josh Hamilton, and in faithful memory of Gilbert Hamilton, who collectively changed how I view race, the South, and everything we hold dear down here: You are the reason I committed pen to paper; you are all saints of a living God.

		

	
		
		
			Sometimes it is necessary to reteach a thing its loveliness.

				—GALWAY KINNELL

			

		

	
		
		
			
			FOREWORD

			The Reverend Dr. Bernice A. King

			I am in awe of God our Father and the truth of His Word. His ways are not our ways, and His thoughts are not our thoughts. For example, who could have imagined that a descendant of Confederate general Robert E. Lee, a man of war who owned slaves, and a descendant of Martin Luther King, Jr., a prophet who nonviolently fought for freedom and peace, would be connected for the cause of standing against systemic racism and working toward justice, equity, and peace? I don’t think that any of us saw this coming but God.

			I am honored to write the foreword for this book, because I believe that God is still at work for the cause of racial reconciliation. In April 1963, my father wrote to the clergy his “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” Now, fifty-five years later, Robert W. Lee IV, a descendant of General Robert E. Lee, has written the love letter to the church and to the South that you now hold in your hands. Both my father’s letter and Robert’s book deal with racism in America and point to our need for racial reconciliation.

			
			Before Robert or I were born, my father prayed the following: “God grant that the people of good will would rise up with courage, take over the leadership, and open channels of communication between races, for I think that one of the tragedies of our whole struggle is that the South is still trying to live in monologue rather than dialogue.” Perhaps for such a time as this, in answer to my father’s prayer, God has raised up Robert W. Lee IV to join the cause of opening “the channels of communication between races.” Sadly, but truthfully, the 2017 event in Charlottesville opened our eyes to see just how bad things still are in America with regard to race relations. For this cause, Robert W. Lee IV courageously spoke up on a global stage. This clearly wasn’t easy, and it cost him dearly.

			I know from experience that being courageous comes with a cost. On April 4, 2018, the world commemorated the fiftieth anniversary of the assassination of my father. My father had great love for God and humanity. His life was a living epistle that echoed Jesus’s words from the Sermon on the Mount: “Love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute you.” My father was chosen by God to live out this word in the twentieth century, and he obediently carried out his assignment. Armed only with the love of God and the Holy Spirit, he fought courageously and nonviolently to help bring about change.

			
			He was assassinated because of fear and indifference. Fear, because people were afraid that his challenge to racial and economic inequity would cost them their power. Indifference, because too many good people stayed silent in the face of hate, systemic racism, and unjust acts. But we thank God that the story does not end there. The assassin’s bullet may have killed my father, but it did not stop or kill the good work that God started through him. The Bible tells us in Philippians 1:6, “He who has begun a good work in you will complete it until the day of Jesus Christ.” When God begins a good work, He will raise up whomever He chooses to continue and complete it.

			My mother once said, “Struggle is a never-ending process, and freedom is never really won; you earn it and win it in every generation.” In the spirit of those words, I am so glad that God placed Robert W. Lee IV in this generation and moved him to join us in this struggle. As you read A Sin by Any Other Name, you will see that as a child, Robert did not see himself as being called to the cause of advancing freedom and racial reconciliation. Nevertheless, God chose him for the assignment.

			The same has been true in my journey. Even though my parents were iconic nonviolent leaders, I did not see myself doing what I now know I have been called to do: serving as a bridge builder between the generations and continuing to advance the work that my parents began. I was only five years old when my father was assassinated, so I did not remember him as the leader of the civil rights movement. Most of what I learned about my father and his work came from my mother, who, in our home, consistently talked to my siblings and me about who he was. I also learned about my father through conversations with others who knew him well, and, ultimately, as I grew older, through his words, books, and speeches. God chose my mother to make sure that Daddy’s words and speeches remained available, not just for me and my siblings, but for the world. I am forever grateful to God that she diligently and faithfully carried out her assignment.

			
			The work of carrying on my parents’ legacy of love and nonviolence didn’t come easily for me. Because my father was killed by a white man, at one point in my life, I hated white men. But God had a different plan for me. He put several white men on my life’s path to show me kindness. From those experiences and others, I came to see that what my father said is true: “Hate is too great a burden to bear” and “Men hate each other because they fear each other. They fear each other because they don’t know each other, and they don’t know each other because they don’t communicate with each other, and they don’t communicate with each other because they are separated from each other.” In order to tear down the walls of hatred and fear, we must begin to communicate with one another and understand each other so that we can work together to eliminate systemic and institutional racism.

			
			Like my father, some of us are called to communicate with the masses, but I believe that all of us are called to communicate with one another. At the King Center, we began a series called “The Beloved Community Talks,” in which we bring together voices with different points of view to have courageous conversations about various issues impacting our communities, nation, and world, with the expressed purpose of bridging the divide. It was God’s timing, and so appropriate, that Robert was able to join the Beloved Community Talks of 2018, where we focused on man’s role and responsibility in bridging the racial divide.

			Ultimately, though, transformational public dialogues must be accompanied by one-on-one talks around our dining room tables, in which parents communicate with their children and neighbors communicate with neighbors. An essential part of my father’s development took place around his family’s dining room table, where he and his siblings were able to talk with, learn from, and relate to others for growth and change; as you read this book, you will see through Robert’s courageous stories that this is also what happened with him. His learning and development took place through transformational conversations in which he got to know and love African American women like Mrs. Janie, Mrs. Bertha, and others. Those seemingly little but significant one-on-one encounters with those ladies led to the larger conversations that Robert is now having as he speaks with leaders, influencers, and ordinary people all across America.

			
			Despite the troubling persistence of racism in America today, I have hope, because God is still at work. Let’s all join Him at the table of dialogue with one another, so that we can tear down the walls of racism, one person at a time, which can lead to bridging the racial divide and the realization of the Beloved Community.

			THE REVEREND DR. BERNICE A. KING

			CEO, THE KING CENTER

		

	
		
		
			
			INTRODUCTION

			When I was young, I knew that my family had a famous relative, even if I didn’t quite grasp what it meant. I remember being confused when my parents said we lived in the South even though our state, North Carolina, had “North” right in its name. But as I grew up in a culture steeped with Southern pride, eventually things fell into place. I am a nephew, generations removed, of Robert E. Lee, the general who led the armed forces of the Confederate States of America during the Civil War. Or the War of Northern Aggression. Or the Great Rebellion. As you’ll see, it’s complicated down here—especially when you’re a Lee.

			As a kid, I remember visiting Arlington House, Lee’s homestead just across the river from the White House, and feeling starstruck knowing I was related to the man who’d lived on that sprawling estate. I even bought a photo of the general—Uncle Bob, as we called him—and a replica of the flag for which he fought, and hung them on the wall of my bedroom. Once I entered high school, the relationship became more fraught. By then, I had realized that my name carried more weight than most. People would sometimes project on to me their own problematic views. Even now, when I hand my credit card to a cashier, it’s not unusual for them to ask in awed tones if I’m related to “him.” Sometimes they’ll even say, “The South will rise again,” assuming they’ve found a fellow patriot. They haven’t.

			
			After college, I responded to a call to ministry and found myself working at a small church in North Carolina. Then Charlottesville happened. As hundreds of angry young white men—people who looked just like me—marched through the otherwise bucolic college town, wielding tiki torches that lit up the hate on their faces, I realized I needed to do my part in confronting our country’s stain of race-based violence with a strong and certain voice. I owed it to the women of color who had taken time from their lives to help me learn the faith. That the controversy at the heart of the Charlottesville rally was a statue honoring General Robert E. Lee only added to my sense of urgency. So I choked down my fear and used my voice, arguing that the statue of my ancestor must come down in order for our society to move forward on the issue of race.

			
			That’s when the headlines appeared. Interview requests poured in, and I ended up appearing on the MTV Video Music Awards, of all places. The glitz of A-list musicians isn’t really my scene, but meeting Susan Bro sticks with me to this day. Susan’s daughter, Heather Heyer, was the young social justice activist killed during the violence in Charlottesville. Onstage at the VMAs, Susan stood tall and pleaded with viewers to carry on Heather’s quest for justice—just fifteen days after her daughter’s death. In the year since that moment, I’ve been able to travel the country, meeting other inspiring leaders who are calling for justice in a time when such work, for various reasons, has become increasingly risky.

			My own entry into this world of public theology is something of an accident, owing to a distant relative with whom I share a first and last name. But it hasn’t been without challenges. Life in a small Southern town will do that, especially when you challenge the status quo.

			My hometown of Statesville, North Carolina, is a lot like the fictional town of Pawnee, Indiana, the setting of NBC’s hit show Parks and Recreation. Like Pawnee, we have resilient citizens who are convinced that their little, unremarkable plot of land—in this case, twenty-four square miles at the intersection of Interstate 77 and Interstate 40—is the best part of the Southern part of God’s country. Take, for instance, a column by Joe Hudson published in our hometown newspaper, the Statesville Record and Landmark:

			We’re a modest little city of 25,000 friends and neighbors located north of the quasi-nation city of Charlotte, which as you may have heard, is a cultural mecca and one of the greatest banking centers in the free world.

				Statesville is not….

				Charlotte consumes gallons of vinaigrette dressings and tons of smoked salmon. Statesville is a city where fish is fried (as our Lord intended they be) and a bottle of Kraft French Dressing is good enough for anybody—so get over yourself. Oh sure, we have restaurants that can compete on a global scale with any plate of pâté or crème de menthe cake you would want, but to go into detail would be bragging and unfair to others, especially to New York. We’re too modest for that.

			

			I, too, love Statesville, but I don’t look at the town in the same way I once did. It’s not the happy-go-lucky Pawnee portrayed on television. There are deep chasms of race and class and income that divide our community—and sometimes, most visibly, our churches. At the same time, it was people in Statesville who encouraged me to look beyond these challenges and see that there is something in the South worth fighting for. Our churches and neighborhoods may be unofficially segregated, but if you venture beyond these systemic boundaries, Statesville is filled with deeply faithful women and men living out the Gospel message of love.

			
			They are the people who spend their weekends sharpening their disaster relief skills at a local church, so they will be prepared to help out in the aftermath of a bad summer storm. Or the real-life Good Samaritan who, when she found a gentleman who had fallen into a ditch while riding a lawnmower, helped out herself instead of waiting for someone else to jump in. And the couple who won $250,000 on a scratch-off lottery ticket, and instead of buying new cars or taking vacations, are planning to open a center to help people struggling from addiction. These are all things that happened in my hometown in the past few months, reminders that despite the bad news we read about in the paper, there are still many points of light here. That’s why I’m proud to call Statesville home.

			Likewise, I love the fact that I have been part of a family that has helped shape this nation. But it hasn’t been without challenges. Too often, I’ve been asked why I just don’t change my name if I’m so hell-bent on changing how we view things. First of all, it’s part of who I am. Secondly, the Lee family legacy runs deeper than the actions of my distant uncle. Two Lees signed the Declaration of Independence and fought in our nation’s Revolution. That being said, I recognize the fact that the most famous Lee, a man by the name of Robert, used his power, reputation, and prestige to betray his nation in a way that few ever could.

			
			What you hold in your hands is a memoir with a mission. I’m twenty-six years old, and if I play my cards right, I have time left to tell more stories and make more memories. But that doesn’t change the fact that in August 2017, our collective world changed because my distant ancestor had been made into an idol of white supremacy. As a member of the Lee family, I share my story in hopes that it will help others see that the dismantling of this idolatry will leave the South stronger in its loveliness, not weaker.

			There’s only one way out of this mess, one way to bend toward justice, and that is together. Time and time again, women and men have intervened in my life and shown me a different way of living together in a community like Statesville. My family background is unique, but my journey isn’t. Stories like mine can be found throughout the South, and I have no doubt that countless other young white Southerners will be able to relate to the complexities of growing up in this beautiful if flawed region. Yet I truly believe that part of the beauty of this place exists in its resilience and its ability to change. Even if it hasn’t reached its full potential yet.

			The stories in this book are presented as I remember them. If I have omitted anyone or anything, or misremembered a detail here and there, I apologize. I share them not to wag a finger at the South, but to reckon with the double-edged sword of the South’s sense of place, and with God’s abiding presence in it all. There is no excuse for some of the behavior in this book, some of which I committed. But I hope that by being honest about my own experiences, I can prompt some moments of reflection that lead to a precious, deep, and abiding hope for the atonement for our past.

			
			Our beauty here in the South is found in so many things: culture, song, food—especially biscuits—religion, the strong branches of the magnolia tree I climbed as a child, the red clay of the Piedmont, and so much more. There is much to celebrate, and I hope some of my fondness for my home is evident. But undergirding our culture is the sin of white privilege and racism—especially in the white church. As a pastor, it’s my job to notice these things and call them what they are. For a sin by any other name is still a sin.
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				He’s an on-time God, yes he is.

				—DOTTIE PEOPLES

			

			I was about to take the stage at the annual Martin Luther King, Jr., breakfast in Statesville when Mother Aleen Alexander caught my eye and motioned for me to join her at her table. When I made my way over, she took my clammy hands—nerves from anticipating the speech I was about to deliver—and looked into my eyes.

			“Darkness is after you,” she said.

			I come from a mainline Protestant tradition that puts little stock in warnings of spirits and evil. Talk of darkness as a supernatural force isn’t something I’m accustomed to, but in the years that I have known Mother Aleen, I’ve recognized that there is something of the prophetic within her, a rare connection to God. When she speaks in this way, I know in my gut she’s probably right.

			“Today is the start of something you’ve never expected,” she continued, unfazed by my fidgeting. “You don’t know what the future holds, but God does, and God has plans for you to bridge a gap.”

			
			The “today” she referenced was my speech at that morning’s breakfast. I was nervous, unsure why a twenty-four-year-old white minister with limited life experience had been invited to keynote an event that saw the town’s political and civic leaders—black and white—come together for at least one morning of peaceful bread breaking each year. The column I regularly wrote in the 
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