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physical losses and personal injustices and indignities suffered by Negro congregations
whose buildings have been set fire by unknown arsonists. .... Through personal acts of
concern and compassion by Jews and Christians throughout our state we hope that a new
spirit of goodwill springs up to 'let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness
like an overflowing stream.' It is our prayer that all people will be guided by a
sense of wisdom and justice which will destroy the will to violence of any sort."

Today in Mississippi there is hope that as the Committee of Concern continues
its work to repair the physical and emotional damage done by racist violence in
Mississippi, perhaps a new spirit of kinship and mutual respect may be born in the
hearts of all Mississippians, black and white.

What Friends Can Do

Thus far Friends' role in the reconstruction of Mississippi's burned churches has
been pretty largely a catalytic or enabling one. Our concern has not been to establish
a Quaker Church Rebuilding Program, but to encourage and assist the development of an
indigenous church rebuilding effort through which Friends might channel their assistance.
Consequently we have sought no publicity but have chosen to work behind the scenes,
lending whatever help and support we can to those white and Negro leaders within the
state who have themselves expressed an interest in this matter. Such Quaker assistance
is perhaps best illustrated by the fact that all of the significant data and material
derived from Friends visitation among the burned churches has been made available to
the leadership of the recently formed Committee of Concern.

Qur reason for taking this position,of course,derives from a conviction that there
are more than enough new programs currently being initiated and maintained by "'outsiders"
in Mississippi, while in this particular matter of church rebuilding there is opportunity
for a highly constructive and promising endeavor which can most easily and appropriately
be organized by the people of Mississippi themselves.

At the same time, I believe there are a number of rather significant,if some-
what intangible, contributions which Friends can make to the church rebuilding effort.
First: We can help mobilize greater national interest and support for the plight of the
burned churches through our efforts to identify and interpret some of the real needs
and oppertunities dinherent in this situation. Second: We should remain alert to
opportunities through which we can act to inter-relate the white and Negro communities
in cooperative endeavors aimed at the resolution of their common and peculiar problems.
Third: We can serve to stimulate,and in part provide,a most important dimension of
personal involvement and concern in all those programs of material and financial assist-
ance for which we share responsibility.

Just what is our understanding of the problems and opportunities arising out of
the church burning situation in Mississippi? Before I went down to Mississippi I had
a number of unresolved questions on my mind. Since returning I have encountered numerous
other Friends who have been similarly troubled with these same questions. Briefly stated
they are simply: "Why were the churches burned?" '"Why should they be rebuilt?'"' and
"What can outsiders do?'" I have thought it might be helpful if I tried to share some of
my own observations along these lines based upon our visitations in Mississippi.

Why were the churches burned? When we first arrived in Mississippi, there was
all sorts of speculation as to just who had burned the churches. Some people thought
that it was the work of teenage delinguents who were looking for a new thrill and simply
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hit upon the Negro churches as a focus for their "fun." Others felt the church burnings
were perhaps the work of Civil Rights workers themselves. Rumors were a dime a dozen.

But as the summer wore on I think it became increasingly clear that all 36 of these church
burnings could not have been unrelated incidents. Clearly there is someone or some group
with some purpose behind them.

Without involving ourselves in extensive speculation over the possible identity and
motive of those individuals or groups perpetuating this wanton violence, I believe it is
important for us to give some consideration to the ultimate effect of the burnings upon
the Mississippi Negro. Obviously one consequence of this wide-spread destruction of rural
Negro churches has been to prevent their possible use as future freedom schools or bases
of Civil Rights activity. At the same time their systematic destruction has served to
intimidate a number of other Negro congregations and communities throughout the state from
identifing themselves in any way with Civil Rights activity.

But most important, perhaps, has been the oppressing effect of the church burnings
upon the emotional state of the Mississippi Negro. For whether intended or not, the cum-
ulative psychological effect of this relentless burning of one church after another; with-
out hope of justice or relief, has been to push the Mississippi Negro's face —- his
self-respect and dignity -- back into the mud with the reminder that in Mississippi the
white man can do anything he wants to the black man with impunity. In short, through
these repeated and unredressed acts of violence, one can almost hear the white racist
saying '"You ain't nothing nigger and don't you forget it."

Why should the churches be rebuilt? Many Friends have asked why we should help
to rebuild Negro churches, when to rebuild them is to perpetuate a segregated institution.
Others have questioned whether the churches burned were all that important to the Negro
community and whether it wouldn't make more sense to put the money and effort into building
community centers or some other phase of the Civil Rights Program.

I believe the basic answer to both these questions is that the destruction of these
churches was generally viewed by the congregations involved as a deep personal
loss. To the great majority of Mississippi's rural Negro population the church repre-
sents the soul of the community and its great source of hope for a brighter tomorrow.
There have been times in the history of the Mississippi Negro when the church was the
only thing that kept him going. He would walk five or six miles each evening to come to
services to find the strength and courage to go on. Today and tomorrow the church seems
likely to remain the central focus of activity and the major source of inspiration in the
1ife of the rural Mississippi Negro.

As for the argument that building Negro churches perpetuates segregation, I think
it must be recognized that in most areas of Mississippi, desegregation of church services
is not likely to become a significant reality for the next ten to fifteen years. To
fail to rebuild churches for these congregations is thus to deny them the opportunity for
worship. And to suggest that we utilize the occasion of their misfortune to urge them to
challenge church segregation would seem to me the gravest sort of injustice and Northern
liberal presumption.

Finally it must be said that, just as the most important thing about the destruction
of the churches was not their physical loss but the manner and fact of their destruction,
likewise the most important thing about their reconstruction is not the buildings replaced,
but the manner and fact of their restoration. Seen in this light, the importance of
reconstruction rests primarily in its restoration of Negro dignity and the opportunity
which a cooperative building program may provide for bringing the white and Negro com-
munities into more meaningful relationship.
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What can outsiders do? Before going to Mississippi I, like many others, was deeply
troubled over the possibility that my visitation would result in more harm and harrass-
ment for the Mississippi Negro then help. Once in Mississippi, however, we were con-
tinually reasurred that our presence and work there couldn't possibly make things much
worse then they already were, but could,on the contrary, help to keep alive the promise of
a ''mew day comin."

As far as the specific contributions which Noutsiders' can make, I would certainly
agree with those who say that the overwhelming need in Mississippi today is for men and
women and families of conviction who are prepared to sacrifice their own comfort and
security and move to Mississippi for ''the duration' as participants in what the Civil
Rights groups might call a "live-in."

However, the experience of our own rather brief visitation in the state (five weeks
in all) would seem to suggest that there are most certainly short-range contributions which
can also be made.

In the first place we were able to make a fairly complete survey of the burned church
situation. Until our arrival there had been no one with the time or concern to make an
overall investigation of this particular problem. Consequently, people had been obliged
to acknowledge each new report of a church burning with a frustrating and demoralizing:
"There goes another church.'" So one thing we were able to do was to follow up these
reports and gather together in one folder the various facts related to church burnings:
the number of churches involved, the addresses of the pastors, photographs of the damage,
information as to insurance coverage, etc.

Our second contribution was to offer the hand of concern, friendship and respect to
our beleaguered Negro brethern. Prior to our arrival no white person with the exception
of the law enforcement officials had taken the trouble to personally contact and visit
the great majority of these dispossessed congregations. In many cases our visitation
represented the first real opportunity some of these Negro people had had to meet and
speak with a white man in an equitable and self-dignifying relationship.

o g ; - >
{1 I can still recall one particular discussion which Herb Foster and I had with an

| 84 year old deacon of a burned church north of Jackson. Ve spent an hour or so chatting
x | about his long affiliation with the church, his land and some of his life history. And
M. when the time came for us to go, he got up and shook our hands warmly and said: I'm
sure glad you came by. Before I'd heard the good news, but now I've seen g
\"‘—-—_

Finally I believe our visitation made a contribution by providing concerned members
of the white community,who wanted to reach out and relate to the afflicted Negro congre-
gations, with an excuse to do so. For the unfortunate fact was that many of these same
deeply concerned men had been intimidated by elements in the white community from making
any contact with the burned Negro churches. Ironically, however, our visitation provided
them with the very excuse they needed, for they were then able to justify their own inter-
est and assistance on the grounds that: ''We don't want another invasion of Northerners
down here helping our Negroes rebuild their churches. Let's show them we can handle our
own problems."

Now what about Friends' continuing relationship to the white and Negro communities
in Mississippi? Most of the outside groups which are concerned to help stimulate change
in Mississippi seem to end up choosing to work either in one community or the other. They
either choose to lend their assistance to the political, social and economic revol-
ution against oppression which is being carried forward by the Negro community or they
choose to minister to the moral and spiritual revolution against racism which is taking
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place in the white community. They make this choice in part because they find it under-
standably difficult to straddle the fence and meet the tests of loyalty demanded by both
sides. But the unfortunate fact remains that the effect of their choice and subsequent
jdentification with one or the other community, is to encourage that community's total
preoccupation with itself. The almost inevitable result, of course, is a further break-
down in communication between the white and Negro communities.

Here again, however, the problem is not that the Negro Civil Rights workers have
consciously conspired to exclude white Mississippians from "their revolution," but simply
that their fear and bitterness over contact with the white community have had that effect.
Likewise it seems clear that the '"white moderate' has not consciously sought to avoid
contact with Negro Mississippians, but again the fear and pride mixed up in his own self-
image has had the effect of inhibiting the development of any new and more meaningful
relationships with the Negro community.

The ultimate consequence of all this is that the two communities become further and
further removed from any interest or understanding of each other's problems, and more and
more convinced of their ability to go it alone and complete their respective revolutions
without reference to the other community or anyone else.

Friends' role in all of this is, I believe, to try to bring both communities to an
understanding of the urgent necessity for abandoning this point of view. This, it seems
to me, we can best do by remaining alert to opportunities such as cooperative work camps
through which the white and Negro communities can find the occasion to inter-relate and
develop a deeper appreciation of one another's problems.

I should like to close this report with one of the many stories which have emerged
from the past summer's Mississippi experience. T share it with you now because I believe
that in the last analysis neither the harsh statistics nor the dramatic news headlines
can adequately explain the essence of the transformation now taking place in Mississippi.
For the real power of that adventure is reflected in the humanity of its participants.

It is Ben Chaney's tears, Frannie Lou Hamer's jubilence, George Green's spirit which
continue to fire the hearts and inspire the souls of all those brave individuals, white
and Negro, who carry on.

It was my privelege while attending the Oxford, Ohio training program for Mississippi
Summer Project volunteers to room with George Green. George is 2 19 year old Negro
born and raised in Mississippi who was given the assignment of trying to establish the
freedom movement in the southwest part of the state. Southwest Mississippi is generally
considered to be the state's most dangerous and racially tense area.

During the preliminary planning sessions at Oxford George was asked to make some
initial remarks about his particular area of the state. I can still remember him saying
to the group: '"I'm not in this business to get people killed; I'm trying to accomplish
some change.' Following his remarks someone pressed George as to exactly what kind of
political activity he contemplated for southwest Mississippi. Replied George: "I'm
not going to take unjustifiable risks by holding large public meetings or freedom
schools or any other kind of activity which might unneccessarily jeopardize the lives
of many people in that area. I'11 be satisified if we can just manage to get an inter-
racial group into McComb and survive for 72 hours.' I can recall _the
snickers and remarks of some people at Oyford who were inclined to feel that perhaps
George was over-dramatizing the danger ol the situation a little bit.
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Some months later, after the announced expansion of FBI efforts in the state, George
was given the green light to try to establish an inter-racial freedom house in McComb,
Mississippi. Sure enough, less than 72 hours after his arrival in town, the house was
bombed. Apparently the bomb was thrown between a car parked in the driveway next to
the house and a window, inside which one of the summer volunteers was sleeping. How-
ever, as it happened this particular volunteer had felt an unexplained uneasiness earlier
in the evening and had consequently gotten out of bed and decided to sleep on the floor
beside the bed. Having been through a few blasts himself, George had erected a plywood
partition around his bed. And another volunteer in the area of the explosion was pro-
tected by some furniture. As a result, when the blast came, it blew the debris over
them and they were spared. Immediately after the blast George picked himself up and
looked around to see if all the others were safe and, when he found that no one had
been seriously injured or killed, he found himself thinking aloud, 'Well, if the good
Lord saw fit to bring us through that alive, I guess its time we got about proclaiming
the good news!" And so George got the group together and they went out and started
walking around the house singing "Ain't going to let no bombing turn me round!" And
at the sound of the explosion and the subsequent singing of the civil rights volunteers
the entire Negro community of McComb turned out to express its concern and support for
the group, whereupon George sent off a wire to Jackson saying '"Rush 250 voter registration
kits. Freedom is in McComb to stay!"

T tell this story because it suggests to me, what I believe similar stories have
revealed to others, -- that God is moving in Mississippi.

As one who has been privileged to witness something of this "holy experiment', I
have come back from Mississippi with the hope that perhaps we Friends can find within
ourselves the faith, the strength, the humility and compassion to share in His great
work there.

Ross Flanagan,

October, 1964






