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Author’s Note

Choices have been made around dating systems and specific Biblical translations in particular. These are aesthetic rather than scholarly – although where it is necessary to expand on specifics of etymology or disputed translations, the original Greek and Hebrew are always referred to in the endnotes.

Invariably almost every source – Biblical and otherwise – is subject to thousands and thousands of pages’ worth of debate. Again, this is a book primarily interested in telling the stories of people and places: so there has not been room for a full playing out of each of these debates. I hope those who hold such debates to be important will forgive this; and there has always been an attempt to direct the reader to the necessary scholars and articles in the endnotes.





Chapter Eight

Kirishitan Hokora, Kasuga, Japan

[image: A line drawing depicting a landscape, with fields surrounded by mountains. In the foreground there is a small stone structure.]

(Worship began at some point in the early seventeenth century)

 

Not every culture Christianity encountered during its expansion welcomed the arrival of a new faith. Often Christianity encountered sophisticated and complex belief systems of many millennia standing, beliefs that people were not prepared to give up quickly. Whilst the commerce that Western expansion often brought might be adapted to the needs or even advantage of a local leader, Christianity, with its claims upon truth, its subversion of worldly power structures and its focus on the individual, was less adaptable. Many rulers saw it as a threat and sought to eradicate it accordingly.

This meant that in many places, in some cases for the first time since the era of Constantine, Christians – often relatively recent converts – had to decide how much their faith meant to them. It meant they had to work out what they were prepared to sacrifice to keep it. In some places it became a ‘hidden faith’; the world of the ‘kakure kirishitan’ or ‘hidden Christian communities’ in Japan, for instance, developed on their own, hidden and parallel trajectory to the rest of the faith as they necessarily worshipped in secret. As Christianity itself fractured violently and as it, in these fractured forms, encountered hostile faiths and rulers, the faith had to compete, no longer sure of protection or propagation and in many places actively persecuted. So it has continued to be, although now there are added pressures on faith alongside persecution: legal threats, competing ideologies and, most threatening of all, pure indifference.

Perhaps the place most evocative of this tension, and of what the power of faith meant in practice to many believers as the global religious conflicts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries erupted, was Japan. It is to there that we must travel to work out what the faith meant in a world which viewed it as a matter of life and death and from there work out what it might mean in a world that thinks it is of little or no importance at all.

‘It’s just rocks.’ This was the incredulous response by a friend of mine who knew Japan well when I said I wanted to write about the shrine on Mount Yasumandake, a rural and, admittedly, very rocky part of Japan about two hours north-west of Nagasaki, on the nation’s south-eastern coast. The mountain rises over the great mass of green which is the countryside on the Hirado Island before undulating down towards the sea. The top of the mountain itself is made up of a flat, long ridge and then a sharper, more obvious peak. Slicing their way up to this rather underwhelming summit are a series of paths, some no more than faint outlines in the dirt but others, more established, made up of shallow steps, designed to help the ascendant. Beside these paths are shrines, the little marks of public religion that you see all over Japan. As a general rule, they are not elaborate edifices. Many are simply a collection of rocks beside which people leave offerings.

Someone had left a bottle of wine on the ledge at the Hakusan-hime shrine on Mount Yasumandake. It is something of an all-purpose shrine, hallowing both Buddhist deities thought to reside in or on the peak and also Shinto spirits of the ancestors of people who live there. Such an arrangement – a syncretic bringing together of the two dominant faiths in the island grouping – is not unusual. It’s a sign of the remarkable mixed-mode toleration which Japan historically extended to a number of religions. Except, very notably, one. Hidden a little way from the Hakusan-hime shrine is another shrine, the one of special interest to us. It consists of little more than a short central column, now struck at an irregular angle, and a clearly carved stone acting as a pagoda-style roof. They might attract the eye’s briefest scan of attention, but then again, in a nation where shrines are the norm, it might be mistaken for a misplaced bollard. To most passers-by it appears to be simply a crude collection of stone – the ‘just rocks’ my friend warned me about. This is the Kirishitan Hokora. The Christian Shrine.

It is very different from the other shrines and churches and cathedrals we have visited so far. Of course, there are those on this list – such as the Templo de las Americas – which are shadows of what they once were, mere theme park reconstructions of the original church. There are others, like Hagia Sophia, which no longer fulfil the purpose for which they were built. The Kirishitan Hokora is not like that. It was always supposed to be mistaken for ‘just rocks’. What it has in common with those other churches, unlikely as it may seem, is that its form and its purpose are inherently tied to the people who used it to worship God and speak the name of Jesus Christ. It is inherently linked to their quest to keep their faith.

* * *

To ‘keep faith’ in something is a phrase much bandied about. There are lots of things that purport to inspire faith in the modern world. The modern Western world is a cultural sphere where we profess faith all the time, just less often in the traditional repositories of faith that once dominated. As the Roman Catholic moralist and popular author G.K. Chesterton was purported to have remarked: ‘the first effect of not believing in God is to believe in anything’.1 We profess faith in celebrities, in abstract concepts, in processes and in people. In everything from whether our football team is going to win to the much knottier concept of humanity itself. But do we really mean it? And what, really, does it mean in and of itself? The question reaches its sharpest point when a related question arises: how far would we go to prove that faith?

Establishing how we might simply define the Christian faith is, inevitably, a tricky task. At its centre, though, is the belief in Jesus Christ as Son of God, in his incarnation, resurrection and ascension. And that these truths about Christ have totally changed who humans are in the sight of God and how they engage in the world. Making that initial leap of faith is, for many, hard enough. However, allowing for that, the question then becomes one of how did Christians keep their faith, given the ups and downs of the history of the Church from the very earliest days? There have been many attempts to make followers of that faith renounce it: some by force and some by the temptation of easier or simpler or more immediately rewarding beliefs and practices. Some have worked, many haven’t.

Of course, Christians were told that this would happen; a recurring theme in all the Gospels is a warning that belief would lead to persecution, even to death. However, Jesus also promised, alongside each prediction, that in being persecuted, his followers would, in fact, become closer to him and become blessed.2 We have already encountered Nero’s human torches and Paul and Peter’s respective deaths. Yet we also have encountered Constantine, and the shift for much of the West to Christianity as a religion with power. However, that too would prove to be a threat to faith. Alongside his predictions of martyrdoms, Christ also warned of other forms of ‘falling away’, other failures to ‘keep the faith’. In the Parable of the Sower, Christ talked about those who will ‘fall away in temptation’ or who are ‘choked with cares and riches and pleasures in this life’.3 Keeping the faith, then, is not just a story of how Christians coped in times of intense persecution, but in times of comfort as well, when people, as per Chesterton, felt they no longer needed a faith in God, such were the wealth of other options available.

By exploring the story of the Kirishitan Hokora, and by seeing how Christians across the world sought to hold true to their beliefs in varied circumstances and across continents and centuries, we might find out what ‘keeping the faith’ really means in a Christian context and, by doing so, learn much about the faith itself, the places it has been practised and the people who have done so.

* * *

Luis Frois was a fastidious man with an eye for detail. He noticed things of the most prosaic and, at times, unnecessarily close quarters kind. ‘In our latrines,’ he wrote, ‘we sit, whereas they squat.’4 Fois was from Portugal, the nation whose merchants had, at some point in the early 1540s, been the first documented Europeans to set foot in Japan.5 Twenty years after that first contact, in July 1563, Frois arrived in the port town of Yokosora sponsored by the Society of Jesus, a Catholic Order more commonly known as the Jesuits.6 He took part in missionary work but his real gift was in observation. Faced with a culture so vastly different from his own, Frois set about doing what, to him, was the most logical response and listing every possible way he could think of that Japanese daily life differed from the existence he had lived as a young man on the Iberian peninsula. As well as an in-depth analysis of lavatorial habits, Frois wrote chapters on medicine, costumes, dress, music and the use of horses. Strange and occasionally inaccurate though his observations might seem, they remain an extremely useful source for understanding ordinary life in seventeenth-century Japan; after all, cultures very rarely write about things which are to them normal day-to-day habits. What the Japanese thought of this Jesuit who wanted to watch and take notes whilst they relieved themselves is sadly not a matter of historic record.

Alongside these quirkier observations about their vastly different cultures, European and Japanese exchange was, initially, mutually profitable. Japan’s politically fragile and militarily focussed domestic situation made the importation of European weaponry a priority for its myriad local magnates. For the Europeans, Japan represented all that the age of exploration had sought to find: a wealthy trading power keen to do business with the West. It is worth remembering that Japan and her surrounding islands were the intended destination of Columbus’s first voyages. As with Columbus, when Europeans finally did reach Japan, Christianity became inexorably linked to commerce and to the possibility of conquest. These links were to prove both an opportunity and, in this case, its undoing.

The Society of Jesus, of which Luis Frois was a member, was not any ordinary missionary organisation. We might tend to think of the clergy as lovers of the quiet life, of gentle collectors of stamps or bees or good wine in those parts of the world with gentler patterns of life. Or, even if we think of urban (or urbane) clergy, ministering in the great metropolises of modernity, we still imagine them as people rooted in one place, and of passions which are governed, kept generally under control. Not so the Jesuits. The order was founded by Ignatius Loyola, a Spanish former soldier, who, whilst recovering from a wound, underwent an intense religious conversion. As a group they encouraged an intensity of piety and service which the older, more established orders baulked at. Invariably, they attracted adventurous and strongly devout young men to their ranks who were more than willing to form the vanguard of missions to those parts of the world just coming into contact with Christianity in the aftermath of European exploration.

They were often astonishingly successful in these efforts, seeing rapid conversion rates in parts of the Portuguese and Spanish Empires.7 However such success earned them enemies both within and outside of the Roman Catholic Church. Indeed, the Jesuits still exist, though perhaps it is telling that, despite their energy, their undisputed global reach and, at one point, their power, it took them until Pope Francis to finally secure the Papacy. They often became a byword for Catholic subversion – in Elizabethan England, for instance, ‘Jesuitical’ became a word meaning sly or fundamentally dishonest.

As it was in England, so it became in Japan. Christianity was originally welcomed by the Japanese establishment, as well as proving incredibly popular among ordinary people. In particular, major trading ports, such as Nagasaki at the south of the Japanese mainland, became centres of missionary activity, with large numbers of local converts. Initially these were focussed in the merchant community but, with remarkable speed, ordinary Japanese in rural and remote coastal areas came to be baptised and declare themselves to be Christians as well. However, the Jesuits knew they were playing a carefully balanced game. The Japanese authorities, disparate and unstable though they were in the sixteenth century, were acutely aware of Spanish colonial expansion in the Philippines to their south and the presence of Portuguese troops at the trading stations on the Chinese coast. By the late sixteenth century, Shinto advisors to the de facto ruler of Japan, the former peasant turned Regent and unifier, Toyotomi Hideyoshi (豊臣 秀吉), were alarmed by the rate of Christian conversion and sought to discourage it. In 1587, Hideyoshi issued an edict known as the ‘Bateran Tsuiho Rei’ or ‘The Edict of the Padres’, a reference to its warning it gave to missionaries to leave the country, because of their consistent broaching of ‘the free will’ of Japanese people, which went against Buddhist law – that is to say their success in conversions.8 With this warning in place, active persecution by the authorities was constantly one incident away.

All it took was the injured pride of one Spanish crew member to set the entire story of Christianity in Japan onto a different footing. Once again, an entirely personal story, or, rather, a deeply human reaction, led to monumental change. Christianity’s constant dance between the great overarching narratives of the centuries and the individual foibles and actions of men and women continued even in a society which seemed as alien to them as Japan. Very little is known about Francisco de Olandia’s origins. He was to become famous as the pilot of San Felipe, a merchant ship filled with Chinese silks and other such valuable cargo, which departed Manila in the autumn of 1596. Tasked with navigating the long voyage from the Spanish Philippines to the Empire in Mexico, some contemporary accounts suggest he was a cautious man, as would befit his task. When his ship began to founder, he was all in favour of limping to one of the designated enclaves at Nagasaki where the Japanese authorities allowed Western traders to act with a degree less suspicion. His passengers, however, were shattered and his cargo was in peril, and so, in the end, de Olandia agreed to weigh anchor at a nearer coast, in the province of Tosa.9

The local Daiymo or ruler was primarily interested in his cargo, specifically in the idea that the galleon might be carrying gold and silver, as Spanish ships were wont to do. De Olandia asserted his rights and asked that the case be escalated to Toyotomi Hideyoshi. Hideyoshi and the local ruler were not on the best of terms, and so it seemed as if the best way to ensure the safety of his cargo was to exploit the political weaknesses of the man who most obviously wanted it.

From Kyoto, the regent of Japan sent one of his most trusted advisors. Mashita Nagamori was an even more careful man than de Olandia. And he had a plan. Nagamori was first intensely civil to the Spanish men. He was on their side after all. They entertained him with displays of fencing and showed him their wares. He dined with them, engaging them in casual conversation. De Olandia in particular was keen to talk. The Spanish were there, he said, because of God. ‘Why,’ Nagamori asked, ‘did God want them to come to Japan?’10 De Olandia, disarmed by the smoothness of the Japanese civil servant and, perhaps hoping to get better treatment by associating himself with the leader of the global superpower, then proceeded to explain that the King of Spain had come to rule half the world. This was partly due to the providence of God and the strength of his army and navy, but in part due to his habit of sending in missionaries first and armies later. Nagamori probed further, ‘Surely not all the missionaries were working for the Spanish King? What of the Portuguese?’ De Olandia merrily exclaimed that the King of Spain was the same man as the King of Portugal: Felipe II and Filipe I were identical. For the sake of an ‘i’ to an ‘e’ and a single Roman numeral, the fate of Catholicism in Japan was sealed. This was the final straw: the Jesuits had always assured the Japanese that the Portuguese and Spanish were different powers who, along with the English and Dutch, could be carefully managed. Nagamori hurried back to Hideyoshi with his narrative prepared. These Christians were simply a vanguard for a Spanish Japan. Hideyoshi was apoplectic. It was as he had always feared.11

Indeed, in contemporary writings, the Spanish backed up this narrative. By contrast to the predominately Portuguese Jesuits, who were chiefly interested in the battle for souls, the Spanish Franciscans were, as we saw from the events in South America, closely bound up with political and imperial expansion. Contemporary records seem to want to set up the idea that the San Felipe itself was a divine incident to ‘sustain the idea that divine providence wanted the intervention of Spain in the Japanese evangelisation’.12 Nation, expansion and faith all bound up in one conversation between a shipwrecked sailor and a dubious bureaucrat. The sense was that the captain had given away the plan that the Spanish had been working to all along and that the Christian faith was merely a front for the expansion of Spanish imperial power.

* * *

Initially, the response was localised. Hideyoshi demanded blood from the most prominent Christian community in Japan in an attempt to dissuade Japanese from converting. In early 1597 a group of twenty-six men and boys, mostly but not all Franciscans, and mostly, but not all, European, were taken to a hill outside Nagasaki and nailed to crosses. The victims, some still children, were then pierced by spears and lances in a deliberate echoing of the events at Golgotha. Watching the grisly spectacle from the safety of a boat in the harbour was a Franciscan named Marcelo Ribadeneira. As he returned to Europe, he determined to write an account, because it was ‘necessary to provide truthful information’.13 The scene he described shocked Europe, but it appeared to have the opposite effect to that which Hideyoshi had wanted. Rather than the stream of missionaries drying up, if anything, more volunteered for the mission, smuggling themselves in disguised as fishermen or hidden in boxes of goods.

The more Christians there were, the more intense the persecution became and the more the martyrdoms spread. By the second decade of the seventeenth century, the prosecution and execution of Christians, both European and Japanese, was widespread. Crucifixion remained a particularly favourite method of execution. As well as those killed in the manner of those outside Nagasaki, Christians who had previously been subject to torture at the hands of the state’s Shinto and Buddhist inquisitors would be tied to crosses at low tide. The incoming spray and surf would lash them, filling their wounds and lacerations with salt water – a tactic deliberately designed to cause maximum pain. Eventually, their lungs would fill with that same water, or they would be ripped up from their crosses by the power of the tide and dashed against the rocks, and they would die – die for their faith

It wasn’t just crucifixion. Other methods were employed. Freezing to death in the mountain lakes that dotted the Japanese landscape, being covered with boiling water, being thrown off cliffs, being burned alive, being beheaded – although this was generally reserved for the newborn babies of Christian parents who were often given the arguably even more horrific punishment of having to watch.14 There was even an entire new method of torture crossed with execution which was devised especially for Christians. Ana-tsurushi was a punishment by which the Christians were hung upside down, generally over a pit. To alleviate the pressure in their heads, and so keep them from passing out, sometimes cuts would be made in their foreheads. In the pit was rotting meat and offal, which would mix with the victim’s blood and make a horrifying stench. Over a matter of days, the pit would be filled with water and, if they still had not recanted their Christian faith, the victim was lowered into it until they drowned.

One such victim was a young girl. Known simply as Magdalene after Mary Magdalene, she had been born to Christian parents in Nagasaki in 1611, when persecution was already well underway. Her parents were killed at some point in her early adolescence and so she put herself entirely at the service of the Dominican Order. Its priests and European brothers had fled to the countryside in the immediate countryside around Nagasaki, favouring in particular mountainous areas like that of Mount Yasumandake. For contact with the outside world, they relied on Japanese Christians, to whom they continued to give Holy Communion, preach the Gospel and baptise converts. One such go-between was Magdalene who translated for them, and brought them food and supplies.15 Soon she too withdrew to the mountains but felt that she was called to something even more. For some reason – whether to save those who sheltered her, or to hasten her own martyrdom – during a period of crackdown in the 1630s, aged only twenty-two, Magdalene went to the local judges on the island of Kyushu, where Nagasaki and Mount Yasumandake are both located, who were specifically tasked with finding female Christian leaders for execution, and volunteered herself as one of them.16 She lasted thirteen days until she was drowned, all the while singing praises to God.

As it became clear that there would be no relief from the persecution, whole communities found their beliefs outlawed and punishable by these increasingly creative punishments. One such village was the tiny settlement of Kasuga on the Hirado island off the coast near Nagasaki. All of the residents of Kasuga had been converted to Christianity by 1561.17 Some Christian graves on the Maruoyama hill just outside the village date back to 1550 – barely seven years after those Portuguese merchants first came to Japan.18 Many of its residents by the early to mid seventeenth century had only ever known Christianity as their faith. Despite their rural location, which even today is about as far from the hyper-technological stereotype of Japan as it seems possible to be, the inquisitors still managed to make their way to Kasuga, and on the island of Nakaenoshima they put to death a number of local Christians using a variety of methods from crucifixion of adults to the beheading of infants, hurling their bodies into the sea to prevent their mangled corpses from being seen as martyrs who suffered as Christ did.19 The persecution wasn’t just designed to eradicate faith but to suppress hope as well.

In a number of cases this approach was successful. For some, their faith simply wasn’t strong enough to continue in the face of such appalling torture. Often, the state’s agents made the choice seem astonishingly simple. Images of Christ or Mary known as fumi-e were presented to suspected Christians and they were asked, calmly and simply, to tread on them. In the Japanese cultural norms so assiduously documented by Luis Frois, this represented an absolute rejection. It wasn’t only some converts who recanted their faith. With the horrors of the alternative, some missionaries and priests did too. Perhaps the most famous example was Frois’ fellow Jesuit – the Vice-Principal of the order in Japan, no less – one Christovão Ferreira.20 After nearly twenty years as a missionary in Japan at the height of the persecution, during which he was tasked with writing about the martyrdoms of those killed by the state, Ferreira was captured. Whilst being tortured by use of ana-tsurushi, Ferreira cracked and agreed to give up his Christian faith, even going so far as to marry a Japanese woman, take a Japanese name (and help write an anti-Christian tract entitled ‘Kengiroku’ or ‘The Deception Revealed’).21 His case shocked the Jesuits, who prided themselves on the strength of their faith. But Ferreira serves as a reminder amid all the stories of strong faith and heroism that plenty of those who sought to try and keep their faith whilst under such intense pressure were simply, frailly human.22

However, there is another side to that frail humanity: in many cases, the torture and persecution didn’t work. A whole group emerged that would later be identified as ‘the hidden Christians’, ‘kakure kirishitan’. These communities sought to continue their worship but with the knowledge that they would never be able to do so in public, becoming little islands of the Christian faith, ever more separate from the rest of the world. One such group was the villagers of Kasuga. At some point in the early seventeenth century, probably not long after watching their co-religionists killed just over the water at Nakaenoshima, they went up the nearby mountain and built their shrine. It became the closest thing they had to a church for the next 250 or so years, until the ban was finally lifted with the arrival of an American naval squadron and the reopening of Japan in 1853. Unsurprisingly, many hidden Christians continued their practices and shrines like the one at Kasuga. Here they had come with their hopes and dreams, their half-remembered prayers and their concealed objects of devotion – objects often disguised as household items. Here they had made offerings to carvings which appeared to be Buddhist or Shinto deities or demi-Gods but were, in fact, depictions of Christ or the Virgin Mary. Here, above all, they would seek to encounter the God for whom their fellow believers were willing to die, such was the strength of their faith that He had died for them.

* * *

It was not just the Japanese state of the seventeenth century which felt threatened by Christianity. Persecution of Christians has continued through every age and on every continent. Indeed, today, Christianity remains the most persecuted religion on the face of the planet, with over 365 million Christians considered subject to ‘high levels of persecution and discrimination’ in the year 2024.23 Christians suffer at the hands of regimes on almost every continent. Some have suffered for years, such as those in North Korea, whose regime has persecuted them for nearly seventy years; others more recent, such as the sweep of persecution across the Middle East. What often ties these myriad examples together is a sense that it is a faith which, if enough pressure is applied upon its believers, will eventually give in to those who oppose its teachings.

In Uganda in the 1970s, the dictator Idi Amin fell out with churches who sought to oppose his totalitarian rule. It had not been the first time such a conflict had occurred. In the 1880s a number of Anglicans and Roman Catholics were killed in a number of violent ways, in an attempt to stop the Christian faith spreading in the kingdom of Buganda and thus challenging the rule of its kings. The bravery of the various clergy and laity in fact inspired mass conversions, challenging narratives around the incompatibility of traditional bravery and the Christian faith.24

Amin learned no lesson from this and when, in 1977, the Anglican Archbishop of Uganda publicly challenged him about the fact that he and his priests had ‘buried many who died as a result of being shot’, despite the regime’s claim that plenty of students and opposition activists had merely ‘disappeared’, he decided to make an example of him.25 Luwum was arrested and then dragged in front of a rally of soldiers, where Amin laid out a rambling series of conspiracies, which he claimed that the Archbishop was involved in. To each accusation, Luwum shook his head. Amin appealed to the soldiers: ‘What do we do to traitors such as this?’ ‘Shoot them,’ came the reply. Luwum was dragged away, but not before he had told the other bishops lined up there for humiliation that he ‘saw the hand of God in this’. The next day Amin released a statement saying Luwum had died in a car crash overnight just outside the capital of Kampala. In fact, he had been shot to death, twice in the chest, almost certainly by Amin himself, after hours of violent torture.26 Amin doubtless expected that to be that.

In fact, the murder of Luwum further crystallised opposition to a regime that was recognised as being dangerously out of control. Luwum was acclaimed as a martyr; Amin was forced out of power by a coup within two years as his support in the army crumbled away. Today, Luwum is considered a saint within the Anglican Communion, remembered at the same time as the martyrs of the 1880s, men killed for refusing to renounce their faith, a specific reminder of the power of faith even after persecution and death.

Once again, targeted persecution seemed to be designed to invoke a culture of silence. Public, violent murders of even those in powerful positions gave the impression that nobody was safe from Amin’s wrath, that his power was absolute. Faith in anyone or anything other than him was, therefore, mistaken, and replaced, instead, with ‘a grave and ominous fear’ in each Ugandan.27 The problem was that, as we saw in Japan, very often faith is not suppressed by fear, but cures it. As the first Epistle of St John, written at a time of intense persecution and suffering for the Christian faith, observes, ‘there is no fear in love, and perfect love casts out fear’.28 The calculation that Amin made was that enough fear would destroy something that threatened his power. But that calculation was wrong.

Amin was not, however, alone in making it. Whether it was the Roman Empire or Tokugawa Japan or almost all of the totalitarian states of the twentieth century, Christianity was discerned as a threat. Why? Well, for as little as those contexts might appear to have in common, what is telling is that, in all of them, Christians were seen to pose a threat for two specific reasons: one, because they appear to hold allegiance to a power – that is to say, God – which is necessarily greater than the earthly power which is seeking to exert absolute control over a particular area. And, secondly, because they hold that allegiance, many of the coercive efforts, which said earthly powers seek to use on the rest of their populations in order to show their control, don’t work. People keep their faith in the face of the most astonishing levels of violence or deprivation or targeted dehumanisation.

Indeed, even our brief trips to Japan and Uganda show that, for some, seeing the reactions of others to persecution even acted as a reason to adopt faith. Why? Well, the obvious conclusion is that those who are prepared to suffer for it believe that faith to be true. They believe that the promises of Christ are such that earthly persecution is but a blink of the eye compared to the promises of Jesus. The idea for suffering for what one believes is not necessarily unique to Christianity, of course. Some 450 years before the birth of Christ, the Prophet Malachi predicted that much of ‘the coming of the Lord’ would involve pain and purification, that it would be like ‘refiner’s fire and fuller’s soap’ and that those who underwent such trial would end up purer, just as silver and gold are put under heat to remove their impurities.29 What is unique about Christianity is the idea that God himself, as Christ, has suffered as well. Keeping that faith when you believe you are going through an experience God also went through has proven to be something which, in multiple places in multiple generations, Christians have achieved, even when that experience is death itself. As far as Kampala and Nagasaki might seem from Golgotha, that such acts of faith proved compelling enough to make others do likewise is, sort of, the whole point of the Christian faith.

* * *

What, then, of keeping the faith in different circumstances? What of those places where believers do not find their faith proved as such, but rather find it gently sidelined or conveniently ignored? That adversity allows a believer to show their mettle and the power of their faith is indisputable, even if it is a challenge which very few believers would actually seek to undergo; but what happens when the key challenges to faith are not rigorous persecution, but the prevalence of comfort? What happens when places simply don’t bother anymore? ‘Keeping the faith’, then, means something very different indeed. Plenty of countries which formerly had a Christian majority suffered a falling away of ‘plausibility structures’ – that is to say culturally normal behaviours – that have the Christian faith at their centre.30 Religion ceased to be something people constructed their lives around, let alone would die for. Keeping the faith in such circumstances, therefore, becomes difficult not because, as for those who came to worship at the Kirishitan Hokora, it is considered dangerous by the state but rather because it becomes so unusual that it seems unimportant.

The irony is that it is often in places where Christianity was at its strongest historically that such a phenomenon has been observed. Germany, France, Switzerland and Britain reported some of the lowest numbers of people who were ‘certain’ about their beliefs in God in the whole world, despite all four nations being utterly shaped by the Christian faith.31 Although Britain had the highest faith of those four, it is in one of its constituent countries where the contrast is most stark.

Religion used to matter very much in Scotland. At around the time Christians were first coming to Japan, a Scottish preacher, John Knox, initiated a Reformed Church there that actively embraced a violent, judgemental vision of God. Of those who rejected this vision, Knox wrote: ‘such as continue obstinate in their impiety, have no portion of these promises. For them will God kill, them will he destroy, and them will he thrust, by the power of his word, into the fire which never shall be quenched.’32 By the time Knox died in 1572, Scotland had a reputation for clan-based violence, religious extremism and intensely difficult living conditions, a sort of Afghanistan of Early Modern Europe. Other leaders followed Knox in their refutation of moderation. One such figure was a woman, Jenny Geddes. On 23 July 1637, the Dean of the Cathedral of St Giles in Edinburgh began reading from a new Book of Common Prayer authorised by King Charles I, the joint king of England and Scotland. To Jenny and multiple others, the words the Dean was speaking sounded worryingly similar to the Roman Catholic Mass of which John Knox had not been a fan, describing it as, inter alia, ‘a diabolical profanation’, ‘blasphemous to Christ’ and, ‘like daily committing manslaughter’.33 Short of any other weaponry, Jenny picked up the portable stool she was sitting on and hurled it at the Dean’s head, yelling ‘Daur ye say Mass in ma lug?’ (‘How dare you say the Mass in my ear?’).34 Riots followed, then a Covenant to secure the independence of the Scottish Church, then over two decades of Civil War. Religion used to matter very much in Scotland.

Now the Church of Scotland is arguably one of the most liberal mainstream denominations in the West. It is also one of the fastest shrinking. The gap between Scots of faith and those of none was brought into sharp focus in 2023, when a young member of the Scottish Parliament, a woman called Kate Forbes, ran to be leader of the Scottish National Party. Forbes was a member of the ‘Free Church of Scotland’, a group who split from the main church in the early nineteenth century over what they saw as liberal tendencies. Forbes’s faith was not something many in modern Scotland felt comfortable with. ‘I want a Scotland where the only weeping and gnashing of teeth is over the performance of the national football team,’ wrote one commentator.35 Faith was not something that had a part to play in modern Scottish life.

To see this in its physical form, let us go to another rocky place, far from the Kirishitan Hokora. As ever, stones are capable of telling this story in a way which mere graphs or pie charts cannot. Symbolic of the decline of Scottish faith is the ‘Mither Kirk’ or mother church of the city of Aberdeen, St Nicholas. It is a very different church to the Kasuga shrine, designed to be visible. It is a tall, austere building, its grey-white stone rising above the quays and narrow streets which lie beneath its shadow. Surmounting it all is the great spire, an enormous pinnacle reaching to Heaven on behalf of its town. There has been a place of worship on the site of St Nicholas’s since at least 1157, when it was mentioned in a Papal document of Pope Adrian IV.36 Around the great kirk lie Aberdonians of varying degrees of earthly greatness. Perhaps my favourite of the burials is that of John Anderson, known as ‘the wizard of the north’. Anderson was the first man to catch a bullet and is credited with introducing the now classic magician’s trick of pulling a rabbit out of his hat. At the centre of John Anderson’s act was a suspension of belief. A suspension of belief is exactly what has now affected St Nicholas’s. Now the dead are the only ones who expect the resurrection there.

Michael Gove looked wistfully at me over a glass of not-very-Presbyterian claret. He was remembering St Nicholas’s as, well, a church. His adoptive parents had been married there, mourned their parents there, baptised children there. He had since gone far from Aberdeen, indeed had climbed the ranks of the British state. But St Nicholas still meant something, or rather, a lot, to him. It was still his church. Except it wasn’t one anymore. He described the plaque to relatives, described sitting in the pews as a boy, described what it had meant to the people he loved and, by extension, even many miles away and many years later, to him. ‘All gone,’ he said. ‘A tragedy.’ As an adoptee and as someone who rose from unlikely origins, I suspect roots were important to him. The place where those roots had found their most meaningful growth was now gone.

That’s the thing when churches die: it isn’t just faith that goes. Indeed, if polling is to be believed, faith in the sense of belief continues. But faith isn’t just the theory, it’s the practice too. It’s the getting out of bed on a Sunday and going to a specific place at a specific time; it’s paying for ornamentation and for memorials; it’s shaping a place so that future generations can know the same connection with the Divine there. And humanity requires physical place for this practical faith – which is where churches come in. They aren’t just repositories of memory, they are living organisms. But that requires a living faith. Faith that something matters more than just the football.

Aberdeen is not, in many ways, an especially comfortable or hopeful place. It is a place which is currently experiencing falling life expectancy, rising dependency on drugs and increasing unemployment.37 However, it is not at all clear that practical faith is capable of making a comeback even in a context where the adversity which so crystallised belief in the past is making a comeback as well. Sometimes, it seems, the memories of faith are just too far away. The fact that faith still exists in this practical form on a mountainside in Japan, but not in a great kirk by the North Sea, is a strange twist in the tale of the Christian faith.

In the midst of such uncertainty, there may be a change coming. If our trip through Christian history tells us anything, it is to expect the unexpected. There were those who rejoiced in the West’s seeming abandonment of Christianity. Christianity, like all religion, was, according to the New Atheists who became intellectually prominent in the English-speaking world in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, merely an evolutionary staging post. Everything, for men like Professor Richard Dawkins in his book The God Delusion of 2006, necessarily evolves towards progressive morality married to hard materialist reasoning. The demise of faith should be rejoiced in as it is a sign of society moving towards being more rational. A lack of faith, the New Atheist argument goes, should be celebrated as it necessarily is replaced by reason and good common sense. According to such logic, those who kept going up the mountain in Japan should be pitied for their stubborn irrationality, not admired for their fortitude.

Almost twenty years later, and Dawkins has changed his mind. He describes himself now as a ‘cultural Christian’.38 He has come to the conclusion that the consequences of the Christian faith for culture and for society are too important to just jettison, and that many of his own presumptions about who humans are and how the individual functions are based as much on the ideas behind Christianity as they are on science. In particular, Dawkins is concerned about what might replace Christianity’s role in the West, whether it be an identity politics that he feels violates biology or a more obscurantist version of Islam or, more likely, a sort of permanent pursuit of pleasure. Put another way, faith in things isn’t going away. Quite what it is that will cause people to keep the power of faith in Christianity specifically in a new century remains to be seen. It might be Dawkins’s fear of the irrational, it might be the power of AI; statistically, as all those hundreds of millions of Christians around the world know all too well, it may still be persecution. It might be all three.

* * *

Let us return to the ‘just rocks’, that pile up on the side of a mountain on the other side of the world from Godless Aberdeen. Rocks have a good pedigree in the Gospels: in both Luke and Matthew, Jesus talks about those who keep the faith in the light of persecution or of doubt as being like the man ‘who built his house upon the rock’.39 ‘Just rocks’ are a very firm foundation for a faith.

The Kirishitan Hokora is itself an answer to the question that we started with: how far would people go to keep their faith? In the context of Japanese Christianity, they went to the very top of a mountain and found themselves thrown to the bottom of pits. How people keep their faith in the context of great comfort is a slightly tougher question, but it may involve people realising, in the manner of Dawkins, what it is they have lost by not paying attention to or believing that they have ‘outgrown’ those ‘just rocks’.

The Book of Hebrews was written at some point in Christianity’s first hundred or so years to those Jews who were struggling with the implications of the new Christian faith. In it  be found one of the most famous descriptions of what faith actually is: ‘Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen’.40 Put another way, for as long as the world remains imperfect, as long as there are things to hope for, to look forward to, there will be something that calls people in the deepest recesses of their soul to look to hope, and that hope will be held onto by people. That was, is, and in the future will continue to be what keeping the faith is.

In the specifically Christian context, it looks like holding onto an idea that human nature, with all its capacity for cruelty and persecution, for all its tendencies towards the comfortable and the inane, for all its flaws and fallenness, that same nature has been innately changed by the reality of Jesus’s birth, death and resurrection. And, for those who believe that article of faith to be true, that it means they have to live in a certain way, proclaim certain truths, hold a certain faith, even if doing so means swimming against the popular tide, even if doing so means being put to death.

Indeed, as it looks like attempts to create a perfect world drive the human race further and further towards despair, keeping the faith may yet be more important than ever. Will equivalent hidden shrines exist in the future, when all the ‘mother kirks’ are gone? Perhaps; perhaps not. But either way, never underestimate the power that can be found, the faith that can be maintained by ‘just rocks’.





Chapter Eleven

16th Street Baptist Church, Birmingham, Alabama, United States of America

[image: A line drawing depicting a large brick church, the entrance sitting at the top of a staircase.]

(Founded 1873 AD)

 

Much of the narrative of the West, at least as it approached the twentieth century, was one of progress. The idea that those movements – profit, secularism, science – would and could replace the ways of the past. These new movements were based in the ways of the world, not the ethereal ways of Heaven. Inevitably, Christianity became a target of such rhetoric. There no longer needed to be an elision of God and man in the person of Christ if God was, as Nietzsche claimed, dead. Those who foresaw the twentieth century as destined to be a great era of political and social progress were soon disabused by reality. It turned out that much of what had been taken for granted as part of the fabric of what that world viewed as civilisation – from international law to personal morality – owed its threads to Christianity. The previous ten chapters have been about how Christianity built a world. This chapter is about how the world came to realise that only when it was threatened in new ways, and about what happened when people tried to take the things that had once been the preserve of the Church into their own hands. The question this brave new world posed Christianity was this: how can a faith which has a God of love and justice at its centre remain credible in such an unjust world?

As what was ‘right’ or good or true became a murkier, contested thing – with liberalism, fascism, communism and almost every other political creed seeking to unpick their Christian foundations – the twentieth century, rather than being an era when humanity finally put aside the barbarism of the past, became one where untold new horrors were inflicted on the globe by angry new creeds. Justice, in particular – that concept of what was right – was suddenly ‘up for grabs’ in a way it had not been since the days of Rome. Individuals themselves became convinced they were the arbiters of what was just. Christianity had always attracted cults and cranks, some of whom we will explore here; however, as we shall see, the seizure of truth by individuals or movements could also be a very threatening and dangerous thing indeed. Christianity was often in the forefront of the resistance to such evils, yet, as we have become familiar with, it was often complicit in their incubation and propagation as well.

Nowhere is the starkness of this truer than in the Deep American South. Whilst the horrors of the Holocaust or the Holodomor showed the bravery of individual Christians as they sought to oppose new and wicked totalitarianisms, if we are to learn what Christian justice meant in a changing world, we perhaps have to look to somewhere with more painful nuances. As the twentieth century progressed, America had become even more resolutely Christian than Europe now was. Yet that meant vast gaps in what practice of the faith meant in a country quite so polarised. When violence or persecution broke out, as it often did in the world of Jim Crow, the question of what justice looked like inevitably followed. And that question was inevitably shaped, on every side, by the Christian faith. To see it at its most powerful – and thereby to learn something about how Christianity shaped our ideas of justice more generally – we must go to a shrapnel-marked church in the Deep South and see justice and redemption in painful practice.

16th Street North in downtown Birmingham runs from the tracks of the old Louisville and Nashville Railroad, now the means by which an occasional stop is made by the long, creeping Amtrak ‘Crescent’ train from New York to New Orleans, up to the porches and carefully maintained lawns of the Fountain Heights suburb. About halfway between the two, on the midpoint of the street, lies a church. The building, in the style of many Baptist churches, rejects the elaborate architectural detailing that you might see as part of a Roman Catholic or Anglican church. Undoubtedly, there are Byzantine influences – the shallow domes on the two towers and the thick brick are redolent of the ruins that scatter the side streets near Hagia Sophia. However, as with those Byzantine structures, whose brick remnants could be a basilica or a bathhouse, there is little externally to differentiate it from other public buildings.

Indeed, as you approach, it isn’t totally clear that it is a church at all. As you approach it from a distance, its two squat brick towers and square central glass lantern could belong to a municipal library or a high school or even perhaps a synagogue. As at Salem or at the Kirishitan Hokora, the absence of decoration is as much a theological statement as its presence is elsewhere. The 16th Street Church is not remarkable for this reason – indeed it is fair to say that, unlike St Peter’s in Rome or the Bete Golgotha, it’s not to be singled out for its architectural impressiveness. This is on purpose. Baptist churches and chapels across the world are deliberately plain, with a focus on preaching and the reading of Scripture. It might not sound like it, but they are deliberately designed this way to change lives.

The emphasis in Baptist belief is on the individual coming to salvation through belief in God. Only those who have undergone a ‘regeneration’ – that it to say making a conscious decision to live according to Christian principles and to declare the truth of the Bible – are able to be baptised and thus become part of the community of the saved.1 It can sound as if it is a complex, erudite faith, dependent on the whirring of the individual’s brain and great long tussles to discern the truth. While there have been Baptists who fit this description, they are a minority. Very often, the Baptist faith, with its strong emphasis on equality before God, found fruitful conversions among communities which suffered from a lack of access to education or advantage.

One such community was the recently freed slaves of the American South. As our travels in Zanzibar showed us, Christianity had been crucial in inspiring the end of slavery, not only in the practical implications of the religious guilt felt by powerful white politicians but also, perhaps more importantly, by giving a coherent and indisputably theological base for the dignity of black people as children of God. Unsurprisingly, in the aftermath of slavery’s end in the United States, there was a flowering of black churches. One such was ‘The First Colored Baptist Church of Birmingham’, founded by two pastors – James Readon and Warner Reed – on 20 April 1873, just eight years after the end of the American Civil War.2 Popular with the black community from its inception, it moved to its location on 16th Street in 1880, and thence took on the name of its new geographical home.

From 16th Street the Church became involved in much more than the reading of Scripture and the business of prayer. Or rather, the reading of Scripture and the business of prayer led the church to seek justice for its community as, in the Jim Crow era, they were denied access to basic aspects of engagement in society which their white fellow believers could take for granted, such as education and legal representation. The new building, the one we can see from the corner of 16th Street North and 6th Avenue North, was built in 1909 with a network of rooms and offices underneath the main body of the church in order to provide exactly these services and so bring about small efforts to show some of the justice which the church members believed, as per the Biblical prophecy of the Hebrew prophet Amos, would ‘roll down like waters’ from God.3 They were determined to do their part, even if the world was proving a little slow on the uptake.

So the 16th Street Baptist Church became known for its commitment to justice. That commitment was to bring both glorification and unimaginably tragic loss.

* * *

On the morning of Sunday, 15 September 1963, Claude Wesley had dropped his fourteen-year-old daughter Cynthia off at church for the Sunday School class. After past admonitions from her mother, Cynthia had made sure to dress up especially smartly that morning, wearing one of her favourite rings on her finger. Claude took the opportunity to fill up his car at a gas station just a bit further down 16th Street. Even at 10:21am, it was a hot day, and the attendant took his time over the filling hose. As he did so, suddenly a blast rang out across the calm of the Sunday morning. There had been an explosion in the basement of the church. Wesley abandoned his car and ran towards the smoke and debris that now surrounded the foundations of the building. There, in the confusion, he tried to find his daughter but in vain. Later he made his way with hundreds of others, the wounded, those seeking to help, those who were curious and those who were angry, to the University Hospital in Birmingham. There he was led to a corpse horribly mutilated by the force of the blast. Short of other forms of recognition, Claude asked if the broken little body under the sheet in front of him was wearing a ring. ‘They pulled her little hand out,’ Claude remembered, ‘and the little ring was there’.4

The bodies of Cynthia Wesley, Carole Robertson, Carol Denise McNair and Addie Mae Collins were propelled through the air having borne the full force of the blast from the dynamite hidden behind the steps of the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama, on that September day. Cynthia, Carole and Addie Mae were fourteen years old. Carol Denise was just eleven. In the immediate minutes prior to the explosion the girls had been outside the bathroom adjusting one another’s dresses; killed whilst engaged in about as innocent an activity as you might imagine.5

The bomb had been planted earlier that Sunday morning, and detonated just as the basement set of rooms were filling up with young attendees of the Sunday School. Those who planted it were members of the Ku Klux Klan. The 16th Street Baptist Church had been targeted because it had become known as a centre for the work where the black community sought political, legal, social and educational justice. On 12 April that year – Good Friday – Dr Martin Luther King Jnr and fellow clergymen Ralph Abernethy and Fred Shuttlesworth led a march to the city hall of Birmingham, which started at the 16th Street Baptist Church. They did so to protest that the treatment of black people under the segregation laws of the American South was unjust. They had been specifically told not to do so by the city’s famously brutal Commissioner for Public Safety, Bull Connor, and had been warned against it in a public letter by a number of Alabama clergy who, whilst sympathetic to King, felt that the march was a step too far on Good Friday.

In response, King wrote his famous ‘Letter from Birmingham Jail’ when he sat languishing under arrest by Bull Connor’s men. In it, King deliberately drew on the symbolism of Good Friday.6 The early Church had long associated the crossing of the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt with a prefiguring, a foreshadowing of the salvation of the Cross.7 As King had argued before in his essay ‘Why We Can’t Wait’, the Israelites’ march to freedom was mirrored in Christ’s march to the cross and now again mirrored, in the eternal spiral of the history of God’s purposes, in the marches he was organising from the 16th Street Baptist Church.8 As such, King later argued, the day was not ill-timed at all but rather absolutely appropriate. In doing so he threw down the rhetorical gauntlet to those who said they supported his aims but not his methods: if these were the methods of the God of justice, then why was it wrong for the people of God to employ them? King’s calling out of hand wringing was attractive to some, controversial to others. More importantly for the history of the 16th Street Baptist, it also indisputably made the starting point of the march a target for those implacably opposed to any change in circumstances at all. Six months after King assembled his supporters on its steps, the Ku Klux Klan struck the 16th Street Baptist Church with the bomb that killed Cynthia, Carole, Carol Denise and Addie Mae.

The specific targeting of children would stir a new phase in the movement for Civil Rights in the United States of America. In many ways it achieved what King had tried to do. The horror that the targeting of children naturally elicited, the sheer injustice and evil of it all, was instrumental in converting many moderate Christian Americans to the cause of Civil Rights. In the Psalms, number 82, the often primal cries for justice made to God in the heart of the Old Testament implores God to ‘deliver the outcast and the poor, save them from the hand of the ungodly’.9 It became clear that as much as that was a prayer of supplication to God, it was also an instruction to those who, like the majority of Americans, sought or claimed to seek to follow him.

The reaction, too, of the church community was instrumental in changing perceptions. As understandable violence threatened to break out in the bombing’s immediate aftermath, the minister Pastor John Cross, himself still reeling from the blast, read out another Psalm – number 23 – to calm the crowd. ‘The Lord is my shepherd,’ he intoned through a hastily found megaphone, ‘I shall not want.’10 Cross set the tone for the response by the church community. They would look to God. They would speak of his grace and appeal, like the Psalmist thousands of years previously, to his justice. Some 800 clergy and 3,000 mourners arrived at one of the funerals, where King himself gave the eulogy. The minister at the sermon accompanying the burial of Carole Robertson, Pastor C.E. Thomas, declared that: ‘The greatest tribute you can pay to Carole is to be calm, be lovely, be kind, be innocent.’11

The subject of the Sunday School lesson that fateful day was ‘the love that forgives’.12 As heartbreaking and difficult as it would prove to be, the people of the 16th Street Baptist Church were determined to put that message into practice.

* * *

However, for all of the holiness and righteousness of that sentiment, the incident and its horrors also raised questions. Not only of the movement or of moderate America or of the whole institutional basis of the southern United States, but of Christianity itself. Questions of God. If the answer to the question of where God was in all this was ‘working out his justice’, as the 16th Street Baptist Church affirmed after the bombing, it raised the question of where that justice was. Where was this just God? Because justice in the conventional sense was not fast in coming. The FBI’s internal memos of the event claimed that they had ‘torn Birmingham apart’ trying to find admissible evidence about the four local Klansmen they suspected of the bombing, but they were met with a wall of silence among white Alabamans.13

In the end it would take until 1977 to indict one of the men responsible. Another two would remain free until 2000. One died thirty-one years after the bombing, having never been brought to justice. In many cases the innocence of these guilty men was maintained by people who claimed to worship the same God as the murdered little girls. When, in 1977, fourteen years after the bombs, Claude Wesley was one of those who reacted to the news that the first of the indictments was finally happening, Wesley’s only response was that he hoped that ‘justice would be done’.14 The understandable question that followed was this: how can Christianity – a faith which has ostensibly a God of love and justice at its centre – remain credible in such an unjust world? How – some would cry – could such a God, could such justice, take so long? Many echoed the words of the late Old Testament prophet, Habakkuk: ‘O Lord, how long shall I cry, and thou wilt not hear? Even cry out unto thee of violence, and thou wilt not save?’15

The fact that Habakkuk could ask such a question around 600 years before the birth of Christ suggests that the question of justice has been a major issue for any faith which maintains belief in a God who loves. There are those who feel there remains no convincing answer to such questions today. We will encounter some of the deep answers to it by some of the greatest thinkers of history presently, but first let us tarry here in Alabama, where it is not a philosophical abstract but a practical part of the Church’s past and present reality.

I asked the Pastor of the 16th Street Baptist Church how the building and its members today sought to live out the answers to some of those questions. Pastor Price has a calming voice. Low, as if even its very pitch is considered carefully. He tells me, gently but firmly, that his faith in a just God is absolute: ‘God who is the arbitrator of justice and will distribute justice in his time, not in our time.’ The very building of 16th Street Baptist spoke of this. Its very continued existence speaks of ‘grace mercy and love’, he says to me, still with that calm and steely determination of voice which shows he really means it. This depth of that faith is further shown by the constant littering of his speech with Scripture: ‘What some have meant for evil the Lord has turned for good, the gates of Hell shall not prevail; they’ll try but they won’t,’ he tells me, quoting the Old and New Testaments in one sentence.16 This sense of God’s purposes ultimately triumphing – but in his time, not ours, is essential to Pastor Price’s understanding of both the bombing and of God.

‘What the world calls justice,’ he says, with an implicit sense that there is a category error in thinking that God and the world operate in the same way, ‘didn’t happen for forty years. But delay is not God’s denial; in due time the Lord will repay. Justice for us is God righting a wrong in God’s time, not ours.’

All this leads us to a long-running theme in Christian thought: that time and justice are inherently linked together. From the earliest teaching of Jesus when he promised to ‘come again in his glory’ to judge the world, there has been a looking ahead to a future judgement day, which will occur at the end of time as we know it. As such, Christian statements of belief invariably include an affirmation that the ultimate Divine justice can only truly be obtained when time finishes, or at least, can only be achieved outside of our own human perceptions of time, which are necessarily limited by the fact that we are, well, humans.

This is all understandable – after all, the idea that perfect justice is attainable by humans on their own doesn’t really fit in with a need for a saviour. However, exactly how it means that Christians should act and think in the meantime has had some very varied interpretations as we shall see. What are Christians to do? Well, for Pastor Price, the mission of the Church, not just 16th Street Baptist, but anyone seeking to live the life of following Christ, is about constantly ‘trying to create a space for justice’. Again, he pauses and quotes Scripture to me, with deliberate weight imbued in the words of the Prophet Micah: ‘the role of the Christian who wants to bring about justice is this: to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God. That’s it.’17 He continues, ‘That means not to just talk about justice, but to walk justice, as part of an active process of walking alongside God. Old folk here have a saying – the best sermon that has ever been preached is the life you live. They’re right.’

When it comes to the institutional life lived by a Church – both the building and the gathering of people there – Pastor Price is clear about what that looks like: ‘Compassion and justice are linked together.’ In the aftermath of that terrible injustice of 1963 and ever since, the 16th Street Baptist Church sought to create the space for God’s justice by ‘creating a space where people could be respected. Where they were able to voice opinions and establish a common ground.’ These acts were the building blocks of making room for justice in our time for Pastor Price. The rest was up to God. However, there have been plenty of figures – both on the fringes of the faith and at its heart – who took a considerably more ‘activist’ approach to bringing about Divine justice in and to an all-too-human world.

* * *

Walking back towards the railroad tracks on 16th Street North in Birmingham, Alabama, we might fairly have a question that rings around our heads: what, then, does justice mean? If it isn’t that of the world, then what is it? The vision of the Old Testament is fairly clear in what justice is: ‘justice is what God wills because that is his nature.’18 Or put another way, whatever God does is just because he is justice itself. The Old Testament itself is perhaps one of the most difficult areas to see the logic of this. Incidents such as the massacre of the people of Ai, a Canaanite town, which Joshua executes on behalf of and apparently with the direct blessing of God, seems to be manifestly unjust.19 There are plenty of readings of the text which explain this – either those that cast the citizens of Ai as decadent or oppressive or, more convincingly, those which place the text in the context of a succession of kings, from the Pharaoh of Egypt downwards, who seek to stand in the way of the justice of God and inevitably reap the destructive consequences.20 Even with this in mind, the violence of it, and said violence
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