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            In loving memory of my mother, Sandra Lee Johnson, and grandmother, Orrie Bell Lee—for gifting the passion and capacity to
               learn hard things, and for being my first readers. 
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            Author’s Note
Live from the Repast

         
         I am a Gen X son of the Black South. I spent my childhood summers in Blakely, Georgia, with my grandparents and the steady
            stream of aunts and uncles and cousins who traveled from points up north for weeklong stays. My favorite memories of those
            days are the times when everyone was home, usually around the Fourth of July. There was food in every inch of the kitchen.
            Meat on the grill. The eatin’ was always good.
         

         
         And then, without fail, the time came when these all-day cookouts splintered into after-dinner salons and rap sessions, always gendered. The men outside. The women inside or on the porch. Everyone is full. The glassy eyes say some are sleepy after waking at the crack of dawn and that others have had as much to drink as to eat. Children’s laughter and running are everywhere—switches for smart mouths, too. In these country summers with lightning bugs blinking around men’s bravado and tobacco, the laughing and philosophizing begin. No long story is ever made short out here. Some of the shorter stories are tales, completely made up. The men are in a semicircle, either around the grill with ashy charcoal sheltering a red ball of heat, or gathered around a fryer, dropping the last bit of catfish that’ll be at breakfast tomorrow. There are dogs lying around, eyes begging, and the roads are dirt. 

         
         The women have their own thing. Stories bounce around on the laughs, the kee-keeing. We can hear their voices in the night but cannot make out the words. When I wander inside, I’m hurried away. “Go back
            outside,” they say. The part always left unsaid is with the men. So I go, grabbing pound cake on the way out.
         

         
         Back with the uncles and grown cousins, I pull up a chair but stay out of the way. The night’s wisdom only comes when the
            children are invisible. The stories. The rhythm. The turning over of news and ideas, examining them for truth. The baritone
            chuckles of old men saying the most ridiculous things, a cigarette in one hand and a beer or mason jar in the other. “If I
            tell you a duck could pull a truck, shut up and hook the sucker up!”
         

         
         I learn out here while my sisters and the nieces get their schooling from the ladies’ caucus. Inside and out, the life lessons are invaluable. The way to connect. The way to tell a story. The way to share. What to share. We young folk don’t know that it’s happening, but we are being molded, shaped by a culture older than everything around us. Country Black philosophizing exceeds Plato’s in my world, where the elders’ insights are far sharper than those of the people the world believes to be better. 

         
         The mark of adulthood in these scenes is when you’re no longer invisible. Outside, it is a rite of passage for a young man
            to be invited into the conversation, to be given the floor. Some squander the moment, jumping in before they’re ready. It
            isn’t pretty. The humbling that occurs in these rituals is not for the meek. Others seize it and soar. A few are pulled off
            the sidelines, whether they like or not, because it was time. After I went off to fancy schools and the military, my reentry
            into these circles came with questions about all things politics, race, war, and so on.
         

         
         Tell me something, nephew . . . is a siren song. It’s an invitation to ruin as much as a chance to shine. Will playful embarrassment follow? Or maybe I’ll
            win the day, making the old men laugh so hard, drinks are spit out and coughing fits sound from all directions. Here He a fool! is a compliment. But no matter one’s education or profession, the younger conversationalists are reminded there are smarts and kinds of intelligence that universities and institutions cannot teach, that other worlds either do not value or do not understand. When these circles are at their best, you learn who your people are. Where you come from. Where you fit in. That you belong. If you can hold your own here, you can hold it anywhere, with any kind of people. 

         
         I am writing in the pages that follow like I am trying to explain my views on things in the storytelling ways of those wise
            souls on dark summer nights around charcoal embers, swatting at mosquitos and flies. Sometimes my life gets in the way—I am
            a product of the military and churches and universities and being a Black boy in the white suburbs and the South and other
            places. It’s impossible to miss. It’s in the approach, the language, the timbre. But I am also the kin of countryfolk gathered
            together, just rapping on the Fourth of July. It’s all here, trying to say something smart without being smart-mouthed about
            it.
         

         
         Some of it might strike your ear oddly. Some of it will rankle. It is supposed to. It’s about race and democracy in the United
            States—it can’t help but be uncomfortable.
         

         
         Ultimately, I mean to say something of substance in an interesting way. When it’s about a thing that I know that I know, it
            lands on the page structured and formalistic in the way that the outside world expects learning to be demonstrated. When it’s
            about a thing that I think that I think, the ideas sort of meander and tumble out. I’m freestyling. Philosophizing. Hoping
            to land on the point I’ve been trying to make all night. It’s a cipher. And whether it comes out like a professor writing
            in a newspaper or something more casual and cultural, the ways of those summer nights are always the guide.
         

         
         The invisible character in every story is the telling of it, in how it’s told.

         
         *  *  *

         At sixteen, I bought a cassette that contained one of the most famous rap debuts ever. Main Source was the group’s name, and
            the song was “Live at the Barbeque.” The rapper Nas, now one of the greats, introduced himself to the world in that song,
            stringing together metaphors about religion and race and other things that just weren’t said in the world where I grew up.
            Before steppin’ to me, you’d rather step to Jehovah. It was too much. I listened to it on repeat until it wasn’t.
         

         
         The title of the song is perfect. It feels like a bunch of young dudes sitting in a semicircle at a cookout, philosophizing about life. Bragging and lying and telling hard truths. In a way, Queens, New York, could be Blakely, Georgia. It is summer and hot, and there’s food. The men gather to talk in one place. The women another. The kids play. And we hear ideas and stories and emotions that teach us, stretching and testing us. These salons and rap sessions are everywhere. Barbershops. Sorority meetings. Stoops. Dorm rooms. But when they are in churches, in the solemn or respectable moments, the character changes. These are repasts. They’re held at houses of worship following something routine like First Sunday service or something previously unimaginable, like the death of a loved one. These places and moments are touchier. The situations more delicate. But the ritual is still performed. The men find their way outside to the parking lot. The women inside, gathered and off-limits to me, except when beckoned to move this thing or bring that. Hard conversations are still had. Repasts sometimes host the hardest conversations we will ever have. We must be more delicate there. But no less honest. 

         
         This is what I mean to do. To come Live from the Repast.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
American Heathen

         
         Altar call at the Black church of my youth was serious business. I am sure it is meaningful in lots of ways in lots of other places, but for those churches—where ushers are white-gloved sentries at the sanctuary doors, where deaconesses drape cloths over midiskirted women who’ve fallen to the floor after rubbing elbows with the Holy Spirit, and where church fans with hip dips and Black history icons are steadily waving to cool the temples of those on fire for the Lord—altar call is the spiritual culmination of the Sunday service. It is the place and time where people seeking special prayer move to the front of the church, taking a public step toward the will and mercy of God, hoping to get a taste of grace. They go to lay their troubles down—to seek relief or guidance or an extra helping of faith. There is crying. Some folks holler. Others are calm, hushed, quietly meditating. Anxious energy routinely crescendos to a fever pitch, a sanctified electricity pulsing in the air and coursing through the mass of bodies gathered for altar call and the ones filling the pews. And at my Raleigh, North Carolina, childhood church, performative displays of worship were part of the weekly ritual—the urgent, tight-stepped praise-dancing of those who caught the ghost, and the speaking in stuttered tongues with punching enunciations coming from those consumed by it. Listen, this part of the Black church can be theatric, but believers do not play. 

         
         It is into this solemn and chaotic experience that I entered as a teen on one otherwise nondescript Sunday afternoon many
            years ago. My nerves were on edge, my face dialed to serious. I felt a sudden urge to be prayed over by the pastor, who was
            surrounded by a makeshift oval of hopefuls awaiting his attention and hands of anointing, his fingers glistening with olive
            oil, painting miniature crosses on their foreheads. I cautiously made my way across the plush royal-red carpet leading to
            the front of the church—avoiding Sister So-and-So staggering to and fro, watching out for Brother Such-and-Such’s swinging
            arms keeping beat with his rhythmic Hallelujahs. I do not remember feeling troubled about anything in particular—no recollection of any pressing family issues or worries over tests and grades or stressing over unrequited puppy love for a girl who couldn’t care less. I was just an uncertain and insecure teenager looking for some certainty and security. 

         
         The encounter with the pastor came and went without incident. He stepped in front of me, put the palm of his right hand on
            my forehead and his left hand on my shoulder, and began, “Lord, we pray that you bless Teddy . . .” I mostly zoned out, feeling
            no ghost, no revelation or rush of anything rapturous. But then, the prayer completed and his hands braced on my arms, he
            looked me dead in the eyes to say eight words that I will never forget and to which I may ascribe deeper meaning than may
            be due: “God has a special plan for your life.”
         

         
         Maybe he said those words to everyone, a sort of punctuation to the prayer, like a flattering Amen disguised as personal prophecy. Perhaps it was not a message straight from the good Lord above meant just for me in that
            moment, but that is how I took it. I believed it.
         

         
         I cannot say this strongly enough—I believed it.
         

         
         I am sure my eyes got a little wide, my face—still rounded with youth—shocked to stillness. And more than three decades later,
            with age and wisdom and skepticism now wrinkled into my forehead and filling the puffs under my eyes, I still believe it.
            No clue what it means; no idea what this special plan is supposed to be. But in the grand scheme of things, the what of it all is immaterial, it makes no difference. The thing that mattered most then, as now, is the sense of purpose it gave me. It told me that I was here on this earth to do something only I could do. It said, “Relax. God got you.” It was Providence. 

         
          

         providence. i use this word on purpose. It has an important feel to it, like an invocation of something. I do not remember my first encounter with it,
            but when I hear it now, oddly enough, it reminds me of high school US history class.
         

         
         The men who dreamed up the United States could not keep that word off their tongues or out of the ink in their quills. And
            their gaslighting was thorough. John Jay sweet-talked the new nation with the word, telling a particular kind of white lie
            in suggesting that “this country and this people seem to have been made for each other, and it appears as if it was the design
            of Providence.”1 The closing of the Declaration of Independence reads, “With a firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence, we mutually
            pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor.”2 Benjamin Franklin made the case that the creation of the United States was only due to the “frequent instances of a superintending
            Providence in our favor.”3 George Washington wrote that we can “trace the finger of Providence”4 to our democracy established by the ratification of the Constitution. The nation’s creation, solidarity (exaggerated as it
            was), and democracy are all owed to Providence, to let the founders tell it.
         

         
         All this talk about our country’s Providence, however, should not be too reassuring, because I am told on good authority that American democracy is presently headed to hell in a handbasket. And if I learned nothing else in the Baptist church, the one thing you do not want to be is on the way to hell. 

         
         Given the state of our system of government, the concern is understandable. It is painfully clear that too many of our elected
            leaders do not adhere to any principle except demonize thy neighbor. The folks who are supposed to be the caretakers of our
            democracy seem more interested in becoming political celebrities than governing. They turn everything into an argument and
            then deliberately blow it out of proportion, making mountains out of molehills just so they can push half of the country down
            the side. Economic inequality is off the charts, and race relations remain a national flash point. Democratic systems are
            fraying; our institutions, eroding. There are all kinds of dirty money and disinformation floating around in our politics
            and elections. Our congressional districts are gerrymandered. States across the country are laying legislative land mines
            between the ballot box and voters, hoping to amputate the voices of folks deemed undesirable. And, to top it all off, it feels
            like Americans are increasingly more openly intolerant of one another. It’s a mess.
         

         
         I can’t help but wonder, though, if this truly signals a system on the cusp of collapse, or if these are just the latest signs of what American democracy has always been: a thing never intended for use by its namesake—the dêmos, or the people. Rather, it was originally designed for a very select few who, we have been told, know better than the rest
            of us. So, when the United States enslaved Black Americans, the nation said it was practicing democracy. When it denied women
            the vote, dispossessed Native Americans of land, and oppressed new arrivals from Europe to Asia, it called itself a democracy.
            When campaigns of racist terrorism ripped through the country during Jim Crow, depriving Black people of their constitutional
            rights to equal protection under the law and freedom from discrimination at the voting booth? Democracy. Having democracy
            here at home, however, was not enough; the country also wanted to export it. When the United States initiated its foray into
            the First World War, its declared national purpose was to make the rest of the world “safe for democracy”—even though democracy was kicking the ass of a great many of us here at home.
         

         
         Today folks of all races and ethnicities and in every region of the country are wondering to themselves and aloud, Where is the democracy that’s supposed to deliver equality and opportunity? ’Cause this ain’t it. When the people who’ve been left out hear the alarming news that democracy is on its way to hell, you will need to excuse
            them for greeting the bulletin with a tender chuckle and a pitying Bless your heart. They wonder how on earth other folks didn’t know the version of democracy that they’ve been getting went to hell long ago. 

         
         And yet it is largely a foregone conclusion—even among those in groups who have suffered the most—that a government working
            for the people is a sacred system that must be pursued and preserved. You can put me in that number, too. But I also think
            we would be doing ourselves a disservice if we did not, on occasion, question the unquestionable. It borders on sacrilege,
            perhaps—the province of heathens and faithless provocateurs—but it must be asked and answered to satisfaction: What’s so special
            about America and its democracy?
         

         
         *  *  *

         once, when i was twelve or maybe thirteen years old, I asked the elder brother leading Bible study why it was that God sent a commandment that said
            Thou shalt not kill, but then helped David slingshot a rock through Goliath’s dome. Initially, he had a blank deer-in-headlights look that lasted a couple uncomfortable heartbeats. Behind his darting eyes, I could see the gears grinding, working to find an answer. And then he said some words, none of which satisfied my genuine curiosity about this seemingly hypocritical behavior from the heavens. In the end, the gist of the answer was basically the well-traveled response that cannot be debated, the one deployed whenever things do not seem to add up: The Lord works in mysterious ways. Well, yes. Biblical tales of immaculate conceptions, talking donkeys, and folks turning into pillars of salt or getting swallowed
            by whales or trying to build a skyscraper to heaven or loitering in a lion’s den without becoming the repast are certainly
            some odd ways of doing business. But the elder brother’s answer sufficed. It had to. In my church, the thing second to not
            questioning the Lord is the unspoken gospel of not questioning grown folks.
         

         
         But then, several years after the pastor’s special-plan ordination during altar call, I came across a book titled A History of God. It was written by Karen Armstrong, an Irish woman who was a nun in the Society of the Holy Child Jesus within the Roman
            Catholic church before rethinking her religion and becoming a writer and scholar on it. Her lived experience, stitching together
            total devotion to a religious order and deep research that questioned everything about it, provided a perspective on religion
            that was catnip to my increasingly curious mind. The first words of the first chapter changed my world. They ran so counter
            to everything I had been taught that it felt almost blasphemous to read. “In the beginning,” Armstrong starts, echoing the
            opening of the Bible before turning to this disruption, “human beings created a God who was the First Cause of all things
            and Ruler of heaven and earth.”5 I could hardly believe my eyes: Human beings created a God?? Lawd Jesus.
         

         
         The book goes on to discuss Christianity, Islam, Judaism, and other religions, revealing their similarities, differences, and intersections. She details contradictions and intriguing little insights, like how Genesis appears to have two different creation stories in its first two chapters. But the book generally suggests that the idea of God evolves as people do and, as a result, that God has two choices: either keep up with us, the people, or get replaced. 

         
         Leaving aside the arguments for and against Armstrong’s analysis of God and religion, the framing of the issue in this way
            was enlightening. Thinking of the divine and the sacred as an idea of human origin forced me to tackle the first principles
            of my faith and ask exactly whose idea of God I had adopted and why. If I could not answer these questions, then Providence
            and “special plans” were meaningless. So the only way forward on this—and anything like it—was to give myself permission to
            challenge that which I was taught was unchallengeable.
         

         
          

         in the united states, democracy is such an unchallengeable thing—sacred and self-evident.
         

         
         This makes me a heathen.

         
         Not because I do not believe but because I want to be convinced.

         
         Democracy is more than just a system of government. To speak of American democracy is to comment on the nation’s identity,
            history, character, and customs. When most people say democracy, they are not talking about institutions and processes and power arrangements; they are referring to a culture filled with an implicit knowledge of how things are supposed to be: that people are equal and should be treated fairly . . . that our voice matters and should be respected . . . that government works for the people and should not be an undue burden without a just cause. They have an idea of what the world should look like, and democracy is the tool that shapes it. And so, in various ways, we have come to believe American democracy is inherently good because it symbolizes and is intimately connected to us as a people, and to our own desires for the country. Then, like the cross for a not-insignificant number of Christians or the gun to Second Amendment zealots or the flag to intolerant nationalists, the symbol becomes more sacred than the values it’s supposed to represent—love thy neighbor, self-defense, inclusive solidarity. 

         
         In the same way that people have used religion to justify doing evil, when America’s democracy is all symbol and no principle, undertaking antidemocratic actions in its name is easily justified. A deep reverence soon emerges for a hollow, lip-serviced idea of democracy. And you’d better not be too critical of it; those who have disputed the sanctity of American democracy or pointed to its hypocrisy and shortfalls have often been declared unpatriotic at best and enemies of the state at worst. To be American and have an avowed love for something other than our democracy is a special kind of treason, the kind that makes one a civic sinner, a black sheep. This is worse than being a nonbeliever; this is enemy territory. 

         
         The problem is that many of us do not share a common vision for a democratic system in action and, worse, don’t share a common
            vision for the United States. This all means it can be—it has been—dangerous to blindly accept that our democracy is the pinnacle of achievement in human governance. It leaves space neither
            for critique nor for us to develop an appreciation for it by arriving to that conclusion on our own. It means that when all
            the paradoxes show up—democracy being comfortable coexisting with slavery and oppression and dispossession and state violence—well,
            that is just democracy working in mysterious ways. True devotion to someone or something, however, emerges and deepens when
            it’s earned, not when it’s forced. The only way the earning is possible is if we give ourselves permission to question whether
            the thing is worth our trust and our faith and our energies. And as we identify where it falls short, it must not be considered
            so providential that it cannot be reshaped and touched up; rather, it should be updated, subjected to our fiddling to force
            its improvement.
         

         
         In moments like these, we have a choice. The unpleasant one is to dig up our beliefs, shake the dirt and excess off the root,
            and examine what remains. The less disruptive option is to simply Have faith, child and let the Moving Hand make the thing be whatever it will. As restrictive as this latter kind of thinking can be, there is an odd comfort in being anchored in something that is unwavering. It provides a compass by which to orient our actions and a scale by which to gauge them. Whether something is verifiably true is sometimes less important to us than whether it is constant, steady, reliable . . . that it does not disrupt too much. It’s an imperfect way to live—grounding ourselves
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