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The Failure and the Hope 

Those of us in the South who call ourselves 
Christians have come face to face with the most 
critical and paradoxical moment in our history. 
The crisis is the Negro revolution. The paradox 
lies in this: that the hope for the future - and 
both the hope and the promise, in my opinion and 
for reasons which shall follow, were never greater 
-requires as its condition of fulfillment the strict­
est honesty in assessing the dimensions of our
failure.

What lies at issue is whether or not the South 
will bring to bear its particular tradition and its 
particular virtues to humanize a national revolu­
tion which is in the main secular and which is go­
ing to be accomplished willy-nilly with or without 
the Christian contribution-or whether it will yield 
the field by default. 

The failure of the Christian in the South has 
been both calamitous and unremarkable. And per­
haps that is the worst of it: that no one finds the 
failure remarkable, not we who ought to know 
better, not the victims of our indifference who con­
fess the same Christ, and not even the world who 
witnessed our failure. No one was surprised. The 
world which said many years ago, "See how the 
Christians love one another," would presumably 
have been surprised if these earlier Christians had 
violated each other or turned their backs upon the 
violation. Now as then the children of the world 
are wiser than the children of light: they witnessed 
the failure we concealed from ourselves and found 
it not in the least remarkable. 

The world in fact does not think badly of us. 
It holds us generally speaking to be good, an 
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asset to the community. The sickness of Christen­
dom may lie in fact in this: that we are judged 
by the world and even to a degree have come to 
judge ourselves as but one of a number of "groups" 

or institutions which have a "good" impact on 

society. One thinks of those panel programs and 
seminars on educational TV which set out to ex­

plore the means of combatting juvenile delin­

quency, crime in the streets, drug addiction and 
so on. Someone on the panel usually gets around 

to listing the forces for good in the community 

which can be enlisted in the battle. There is the 

home, the schools, the labor unions, the business 
community; and there are the churches .... 

And in the matter of racial injustice, the 

churches are treated with the same respectful im­
partiality. The media approvingly report the news 

that such and such a bishop has integrated the 
parochial schools or that this or that minister has 

joined a bi-racial committee, in much the same 

tone with which they report that IBM has set up 

its own Fair Employment Practices Committee. 
The bad behavior of Christians is not treated as 

any worse or more scandalizing than bad behavior 
anywhere else. When God is invoked by the Klan 
and the Citizens' Councils, when ministers open 

the meeting with a prayer; when white Catholics 
in Louisiana get in fist fights with Negro Catholics 

on the church steps, nobody cries shame. The world 

does not laugh and in fact is not even pleased. 

Because, as everyone knows, churches are, gener­

ally speaking, on the list of good in.stitutions and 
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do in fact make valuable contributions to the com­

munity - along with the home, the school, the 

media ... 

Christians in the South should, of all people, 

know better. Or perhaps it is more accurate to say 

that if they don't know better then Christendom 

is indeed sick unto death. But in their heart of 

hearts they do know better. Because the South, 

more so than the rest of the country, is still Christ­
haunted, to use an expression of FI a n  n e r  y 
O'Connor. Whatever the faults of the South, it is 
perhaps the only section of the United States where 
the public and secular consciousness is still to a de­
gree informed by theological habits of thought, the 
old notions of sin, of heaven and hell, of God's 
providence, however abused and shopworn these 
notions may be. Flannery O'Connor, a Catholic 
novelist, counted it her great good fortune to have 
been born and raised and to work in the Protestant 
South. In the Catholic novel she claimed, "the cen­
ter of meaning will be Christ and the center of 
destruction will be the devil." The South has al­
ways known this, even when its morality was 
mainly concerned with sex and alcohol to the ex­
clusion of ordinary human cruelty. And the South­
erner is apt to inherit, almost despite himself, a 
theological turn of mind. More likely than not he 
has grown up in a place drenched in tragedy and 
memory and to have known first hand a rich and 
complex world of human relationships which are 
marked by a special grace and a special cruelty and 
guilt. 

Our region, I submit, is to a larger degree in­
formed by theological habits of thought than the 
rest of the country. And those of us who are pro­
fessing Christians have better reason than most 
to understand the theological basis and conse­
quences of our actions and less excuse to fall victim 
to the sociological heresy which sees the Church as 
but one among several "good" institutions which 
can be used to engineer a democratic society. 

It is all the more shameful then that the failure 
is precisely a theological failure. How much more 
tolerable would have been our position if it had 
fallen out otherwise, if we could have said to the 
secular liberals of the Northern cities: yes, it is 
true that we differ radically from you in our view 
of the nature of man and the end of man, that we 
have reservations about your goal of constructing 
the city of God here and now; further, we don't 
like some of the things you tolerate in your per­
fect city. But we applaud your attack on the peren­
nial evils of poverty, inhumanity and disease, and 
We too believe that men can be reconciled here and 
now but that they can only be reconciled through 
the meditation of God and the love of men for 
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God's sake. We strive for the same goals; we say 
only that you deceive yourself in imagining that 
you can achieve these goals without God. 

But we can't even say that. The defect has oc­
curred on the grounds of our own choosing. The 
failure has been a failure of love, a violation of 
that very Mystical Body of Christ which we have 
made our special property at the risk of scandaliz­
ing the world by our foolishness. A scandal has 
occurred right enough, but it has not been the 
scandal intended by the Gospels. The failure, that 
is to say, has occurred within the very order of 
sin which we have taken so seriously and the world 
so lightly. Where we have failed worst is not in 
the sphere of community action wherein little 
store is set by theological values. Churches indeed 
have not done at all badly in discharging their 
sociological functions, combatting juvenile delin­
quency and broken homes and alcoholism. The fail­
ure has been rather the continuing and unreflecting 
cruelty of Christians toward the Negro, the Negro 
considered not as beloved household pet ("Cruelty? 
No! Why, I would do anything for Uncle Ned and 
he for me!") but considered as member of the same 
Mystical Body, freed and dignified by the same 
covenant which frees and dignifies us. The sin has 
been the sin of omission, specifically the Great 
Southern Sin of Silence. During the past ten years, 
the first ten years of the Negro revolution, a good 
deal was heard about the "good" people of the 
South, comprising the vast majority, who deplored 
the violence and who any day would make them­
selves felt. But these good people are yet to be 
heard from. If every Christian era has its besetting 
sin, the medieval Church its inquisitional cruelty, 
18th Century Anglicanism its Laodiceanism, the 
20th Century Christian South might well be re­
membered by its own peculiar mark: silence.

The default of the white Southern Christian 
was revealed in its proper ironic perspective by the 
Civil Rights movement itself. When the good 
people of the South did not come forward when 
they were needed, their burden was shouldered by, 
of all people, the liberal humanist who, like the 
man St. Paul speaks of in his epistle to the Ephe­
sians, is stranger to every covenant, with no prom­
ise to hope for, the world about him and no God­
but who nevertheless was his brother's keeper. In 
the deep South of the nineteen sixties, the man 
who nursed the sick, bound his wounds, taught the 
ignorant, fed the hungry, went to jail with the im­
prisoned, were not the Christians of Birmingham 
or Bogalusa but were, more likely than not, the 
young CORE professionals or COFO volunteers, 
Sarah Lawrence sociology majors, agnostic Jewish 
social workers like Mickey Schwerner, Camus 
existentialists and the like. 
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