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  For Steve,

  who soothes my soul and lifts my spirit in more ways than he knows.
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  Cham men at prayer, Cham Muslims


  What is prayer?...

  When words bring you closer to the prisoner in his cell,

  to the patient who is dying on his bed alone,

  to the starving child,

  then it’s a prayer.

  ELIE WIESEL


  the Mother

  May I always

  Bring the arms of the Mother

  To all that I meet.

  May I always

  Wrap the arms of the Mother

  Around myself.

  KALI BABA, KASHI ASHRAM
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  Gathering, Women of Wisdom


  your creation

  All people are your creation;

  Guide us to understand each other without being biased or prejudiced.

  Help us to communicate with each other so that we will not be ignorant.

  You made us different tribes and nations.

  Show us how we can take benefit from one another,

  Instead of despising one another.

  O Lord, help us find the means and methods for building a better society for all.

  Amen.

  BROTHER SALIM, CHAM MUSLIM

  different tribes and nations
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  An American Prayer


  Remind us

  Remind us daily,

  and oftener if necessary,

  that each of us is Good as Gold.

  HELEN,

  IMMACULATE HEART COMMUNITY
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  Church elder, Friendship Baptist Church


  sharing my blessing

  I hope that I will become a more kind and generous person

  through loving those around me

  and sharing my blessing with those in need.

  NATALIE,

  DEAF BRANCH OF THE MORMON CHURCH


  Foreword

  BY JACK MILES, PHD

  THE MEANING OF THE PHOTOGRAPHS THAT Rick Nahmias has taken for Golden States of Grace: Prayers of the Disinherited will be different for each viewer, beginning with the subjects themselves. But in this connection, it matters crucially for the impact of this book as a whole that, unlike the typical American art photographer, Nahmias does not stand back in contained silence and demand that his work speak for itself. You, the reader of this book, may well find meanings in the photographs other than or even contradictory to those found by the photographer himself, but as well as he can, he will tell you in words as well as photographs what the subjects of the photographs mean to him.

  Golden States of Grace introduces the reading publicfirst and foremost the reading public of California, the proverbial Golden Stateto a range of communities that many of us have never seen or thought about before. The phrase the reading public defines a group that, large as it is, is limited to those with the ability to read for pleasure and instruction and with money to spend on a rather expensive book or, at least, time to spend reading it through at a library. Millions of poorly educated and overworked Californians fail to meet one or the other of those two simple criteria. This is not to say, I hasten to add, that the subjects of Nahmias’s photographs are themselves necessarily penniless and illiterate. They often are not, and yet it is not saying too much to recognize that they areto use his own word for themamong California’s disinherited. The life that, at a generous estimate, the upper half of California enjoys, the life that is its presumed birthright and inheritance, in which, as in television commercials, there is a cure for every disease and a solution for every problemthis is a life that the subjects of this book do not lead.

  That fact taken in isolation might tempt some to characterize this book as an exposé, a work that simply displays or exposes what few have ever seen. Such a work was Jacob Riis’s landmark of protest photojournalism, How the Other Half Lives: Studies among the Tenements of New York, published in 1890. Riis was a gifted photographer, and he deserves credit for advancing an agenda of conservative social reform. He would not have approved of government-funded urban housing projects, and yet we have good reason to think of him every time we see such a project. He put an issue on the national agenda that has never quite gone away.

  Whatever his gifts, however, Riis clearly saw the subjects of his photography as objects rather than as true subjects. In a good many of his shots, his tenement dwellers are shot bearing a startled expression. They make one think of nocturnal animals caught by a tripwire-activated camera and brought to the pages of National Geographic. In fairness, flash photography was such a novelty in 1890 that few of Riis’s subjects had ever seen such an explosion of light, especially not in the preelectrification darkness of their own windowless dwellings. And yet the fact remains that for him these people were, first and last, a problem to be solved. Their ways of coping with their lives in the absence of any help from their “betters” were to be deplored, on the whole, rather than celebrated. They were another aspect of the problem rather than any part of its solution. Although the ultimate conceptual frame for the Danish-born Riis’s work was his quite consciously espoused Scandinavian Lutheranism, and although we can scarcely then call him indifferent to religion, he was nonetheless little concerned to pursue “the other half” out of their tenements and into the synagogues and Catholic churches that so many of them did attend.

  A century later, in a deliberate rejoinderif something less than a rebuketo Riis, Camilo José Vergara published a book of photographs and accompanying commentary entitled How the Other Half Worships. Like Nahmias in Golden States of Grace, Vergara does not by any means see the other half as merely a problem for society to resolve. He views them with compassion, fascination, and respect. Like Nahmias again, Vergara does not objectify the subjects of his photography, and his work includes some informative conversations with clergy in, especially, those vast tracts of our greatest cities that the upper half rarely lays eyes upon. But Vergara is above all a gifted and evocative photographer of the built environment rather than a true portrait photographer. His most haunting and unforgettable photographs are of church buildings as they look when all the worshippers have gone home and their hopes and fears are just an indefinable something lingering in the empty air.

  In Golden States of Grace, the focus is not on the places but on the peoplenot on the church as a certain kind of venue but on prayer, especially collective prayer, as a certain kind of group activity. The English noun church derives in a complex way from the Greek adjective kuriakos, meaning “of or belonging to a lord”not, in the first instances, the Lord God, but any lord (Greek kurios) or official. In the Greek-speaking early church, the first buildings built specifically for worship of the Lord, the divine Kurios, came to be called kuriaka; and from the Greek-speaking Mediterranean that word made its way over the centuries through Germanic northern Europe, changing, as it went, to Scotland, where it became kirk, and to England, where it became church.

  But centuries earlier, before official, dedicated church buildings came into existence, at a time when many of the early Christians themselves belonged to the “other half” of the Roman Empire, they called themselves collectively by another word than kuriakon. They employed the somewhat mysterious term ekklesia, a word whose literal meaning would be “out calling” or, more accurately, “out summoning.” They understood themselves to have been called out or summoned out from wherever and whatever they were by birth into something new. In sociological or socioreligious terms, they had departed from an ethnic identity that included and determined their religious practice, entering into a new kind of social entity in which a fresh religious practice was understood to be compatible with any and every ethnic identity. The Greek-speaking Jews who created the original ekklesia were the first to experience this calling. Others, non-Jewish, would follow in huge numbers. Whenever and wherever these people gathered together, they were the church in person. When writing letters to them, Saint Paul would write, revealingly, to Aquila and Priscilla and to “the church which is in their house.” The house was not the church; the people who gathered in it were.

  This Christian notion of a voluntary group assembling in the belief that it has been somehow summoned together had from the start more meanings than the transcendence of ethnicity just alluded to. Thus, the new Christian was summoned not just out of a simply given sexual, ethnic, and social identity into a freely chosen assembly in which there was “neither male nor female, neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free.” He or she was also summoned out of sin into virtue and out of death into life. Christian conversion was the occurrence of all these changes at once, sometimes in a single blinding moment, as in the conversion of Paul himself.

  And yet the process by which peopleeven at the very bottom of a societycome into company with one another, experiencing what they can only describe as a summons to do so, surely transcends Christianity. A cynic may say of such a coming together that misery loves company, but can the cynic say exactly why it does? Can he or she explain the phenomenonequally common, after allof misery shunning company? “Since my cancer diagnosis, I find that I just don’t want to go out in public anymore.” Some afflictions prompt that kind of response. But what Rick Nahmias documentsand here I name that which in my judgment makes his photodocumentary exceptionalis the spontaneous formation of communities of people who find an ennobling meaning as they unearth one another, the two kinds of discovery occurring as a single event. Though he is currently without a structured or formal religious affiliation himself, Nahmias nonetheless confesses that he is both fascinated and moved by this process as he observes it unfolding in the communities he feels so mysteriously and powerfully summoned to encounter.

  With Vergara and against Riis, Nahmias does not regard the subjects of his photography as a problem to be solved. He does, emphatically, regard them as the worthy subjects, the genuine protagonists, of their own lives. More than that, even, he regards them as, through their conversations with him, the coauthors of his book. As for their prayers, he does not claim that they constitute the solution to any problem. Deaf Mormons, at the conclusion of one of their services, do not expect to recover their hearing. Imprisoned Buddhists do not expect to be paroled. Difficult as it may be to capture in words the final point of such exercises, the point is clearly neither to forget the shared condition nor to eliminate it. The benefit of the exercises is rather to be realized as the summoned together recognize in one another a value and dignity that, note well, they have not collectively conferred upon each other but only collectively discovered. They had it before they found it. They just didn’t know they had it. It is this process of discovering that Nahmias finds most ingratiating.
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  Communion, Immaculate Heart Community

  “Ingratiating?” you ask. I use this perhaps surprising term by design.

  The word ingratiating, like the word grace in the title of this book, belongs to a family of cognate words including gracious, graceful, grateful, disgrace, graceless, and even ingrate. Here in California, where Spanish is the omnipresent second language, we can add a Spanish word to the mix. Even English-speaking Californians usually know enough Spanish to say “thank you” in that language: gracias or muchas gracias. Spanish gracias belongs to the same larger Indo-European family of cognate words whose core notion, to employ an abstract noun belonging to the same family, is that of gratitude.

  A gracious host is one whose manner says not just, “I am glad to see you,” but also, “I am grateful to be seeing you. It is you who are giving something to me.” A graceful woman
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