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Foreword 

About eight years ago, the Committee of Southern 
Churchmen began publishing Katallagete: Be Reconciled. 
The name was taken from Paul's letter to the Christians 
in Corinth. "It is as if God were appealing to you through 
us: In Christ's name, we implore you, be reconciled 
(katallagete) to God!" 

The name had the drawback of being unfamiliar and 
unpronounceable, but it stuck with us. We were con
vinced that for too long Christians and the church had 
blasphemed our mission by identifying evangelism with 
social action and political programs, selling our birthright, 
cheaply, for "a piece of the action." To some of us, 
katallagete became a useful reminder that God's recon
ciliation of all men to himself and to each other is on a 
different order than the political gimmickry and passion 
for "relevance" that goes under the name of "social 
action." It is a reminder that Paul's imperative, katalla
gete, is neither the imperative of moralisms nor a recon
ciliation to the deceits and slaughters that take place in 
the world God reconciled in Jesus-the world into which 
God called Christians into being as his ambassadors. It 
seems to us that Paul meant, "Do: nothing. Be: what God 
makes you in Christ. And in being, in Christ, you will 
find yourself very 'busy.' " As Thomas Merton said it in 
one of the essays in this volume: "To reconcile man with 
man and not with God is to reconcile no one at all." 
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8 THE FAILURE AND THE HOPE 

So Kata/Jagete stuck with us. 
The essays that follow are taken from the past eight 

years of our journal. They do not constitute, however, 
"the best of Kata//agete," because not included are some 
of our "best" articles: W. H. Ferry's on black colonies 
and police states, Anthony Towne's on reconciliation, 
Jacques Ellul's on Cain, William Stringfellow's on double
mindedness and the day of wrath, or essays by Philip and 
Daniel Berrigan, D. F. Fleming, James Dabbs, Robert 
Stewart, Vernard Eller, Markus Barth, Julius Lester, Al 
Ulmer, Jim Douglass, Christopher Lasch, Robert Sherrill, 
and others. Also not represented is the work of Al Clay
ton, a member of our editorial board, whose photographs 
have identified our covers for many years. 

The unity of this volume is suggested by the subtitle 
"Essays of Southern Churchmen." Certainly we claim no 
special gifts of prophecy because we were born South
erners, or are Southern Christians, or because we still live 
in the South. On the contrary, we are suspicious about 
those Southerners who imply that there is a special gift of 
Southern-ness, a gift that permeates literature, art, poli
tics, life-styles, society, psychology, even Christianity, in 
a way that makes Southerners better because of these 
peculiarities. No. It is that we happen to live in the South 
and we know our region better than we know other ones. 
And that means, very simply, that we know the particu
lars of our failures and hopes more intimately than we 
know the failures and hopes of others. 

And that is what these essays are about. They are not 
"regional." For we are concerned about our failures and 
hopes as Christians, and they are not unlike the failures 
and hopes of Christians in New York City, San Diego, 
Chicago, or Thessalonica, Madras, Rome, or Capernaum. 
We believe that other Christians will recognize failures 
and hopes also, if they should happen to hear us talking 
about ours. 
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These essays are on a variety of subjects. There is no 
theological "line" common to them except, perhaps, a 
distrust of the currents of contemporary, professional 
theology. If anything unites what follows, it is the confes
sion about the meaning of both "the failure" and "the 
hope" of Christians at the end of the twentieth century. 
Our failure as Christians is that we have been seeking 
reconciliation through social and political action when 
there already is reconciliation, by God's action, not ours: 
we are called as Christians only to witness to that action 
by the being God gives us in Christ. Our failure is that we 
have sought to be relevant to political and social pro
cesses when we should have been challenging these very 
processes by "the politics of God": and this failure ex
plains why the churches' institutions-congregations, col
leges, theologies, seminaries, agencies, boards, etc., etc.
stand by, hapless, but wealthy and respectable, in the 
face of escalating racism, destruction, and warfare at 
home and abroad. We have failed because we have sought 
to be effective in our churchly affairs when all that God 
has ever asked us to be is faithful, to him in Jesus. We 
have failed because we have hankered after the approval 
of the world and so let the world in its darkness and 
death tell us what the "real" crises in living are all about: 
that is, we render to Caesar the things that are God's and 
to God the things that are Caesar's and, like the proud 
Christians Paul opposed at Corinth, see this as a sign of 
telling the truth about God. But it is no service to the 
world to tell it what it already knows and believes and 
lives and dies for. We have failed as Christians because we 
have taken theological fads, literary, dramatic and "life"
styles and academic professionalism as more authoritative 
than the Scriptures. So we have failed because we Chris
tians have announced that "God is dead!" with greater 
conviction and enthusiasm and clarity than the death-of
God theologians announced it and more emphatically 
than "godless Communism" ever did. 
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If this confession of our failures as Christians who live 
in the South is common to these essays, so also, we 
believe, is our confession of the hope: 

For the love of Christ leaves us no choice when once we have 
reached the conclusion that one man died for all and there
fore all mankind has died. His purpose in dying for all was 
that men, while still in life, should cease to live for them
selves, and should live for him who for their sake died and 
was raised to life. With us therefore worldly standards have 
ceased to count in our estimate of any man; even if once 
they counted in our understanding of Christ, they do so now 
no longer. When anyone is united to Christ, there is a new 
world; the old order has gone, and a new order has already 
begun. 

From first to last this has been the work of God. He has 
reconciled us men to himself through Christ, and he has 
enlisted us in this service of reconciliation. What I mean is 
that God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, no 
longer holding men's misdeeds against them, and that he has 
entrusted us with the message of reconciliation. We come 
therefore as Christ's ambassadors. It is as if God were appeal
ing to you through us: In Christ's name, we implore you, be 
reconciled to God. 

And so we bid you, again, Kata/lagete! 

Ad majorem Dei gloriam, 

Will D. Campbell 

James Y. Holloway 



PART 1 





The Failure and the Hope 
WALKER PERCY 

1 

Those of us in the South who cal I ourselves Christians 
have come face to face with the most critical and para
doxical moment in our history. The crisis is the black 
revolution. The paradox lies in this: that the hope for the 
future-and both the hope and the promise, in my opin
ion and for reasons which shall follow, were never 
greater-requires as its condition of fulfilment 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 revolution which is in the main 
secular and which is going 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 perhaps that is the 

WALKER PERCY's novels include Love in the Ruins, The Last 
Gentleman, and The Moviegoer, which received the National Book 
award in 1962. He is a Catholic layman, a member of the Editorial 
Board of Katallagete, and lives in Covington, Louisiana. 
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14 THE FAILURE AND THE HOPE 

worst of it: that no one finds the failure remarkable, not 
we who ought to know better, not the victims of our 
indifference who confess the same Christ, and not even 
the world who witnessed our failure. No one was sur
prised. 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 asset to the commu
nity. The sickness of Christendom 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 explore the means of 
combating juvenile delinquency, 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 impartiality. 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 Cath-
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olics 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, generally speaking, on the 
list of good institutions and do in fact make valuable 
contributions to the community-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 Flannery 
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 stil I to a degree 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 center of 
meaning will be Christ and the center of destruction will 
be the devil." The South has always known this, even 
when its morality was mainly concerned with sex and 
alcohol to the exclusion of ordinary human cruelty. And 
the Southerner 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 firsthand 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 informed by 
theological habits of thought than the rest of the 
country. And those of us who are professing Christians 
have better reason than most to understand the theolog
ical basis and consequences of our actions and less excuse 
to fall victim to the sociological heresy which sees the 
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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 other
wise, 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 con
structing the city of God here and now; further, we don't 
like some of the things you tolerate in your perfect city. 
But we applaud your attack on the perennial 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 mediation of God and the 
love of men for 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 default has occurred 
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 scandalizing 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, combating juvenile delin
quency and broken homes and alcoholism. The failure 
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 digni-
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fied 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 black revolution, a good deal 
was heard about the "good" people of the South, com
prising the vast majority, who deplored the violence and 
who any day would make themselves 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, eighteenth-century Anglicanism its Laodicean
ism, the twentieth-century Christian South might well be 
remembered by its own peculiar mark: silence. 

The · default of the white Southern Christian was re
vealed 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 
Ephesians, is stranger to every covenant, with no promise 
to hope for, the world about him and no God-but who 
nevertheless was his brother's keep·er. In the deep South 
of the 1960s, those who nursed the sick, bound his 
wounds, taught the ignorant, fed the hungry, went to jail 
with the imprisoned, were not the Christians of Birming
ham or Bogalusa but were, more likely than not, the 
young CORE professionals or COFO volunteers, Sarah 
Lawrence sociology majors, agnostic Jewish social work
ers like Mickey Schwerner, Camus existentialists, and the 
like. 

It is possible for a Southerner to criticize his region in 
the harshest possible terms, not because he thinks the 
South is worse than the rest of the country and can only 
be saved by the Berkeley-Cambridge axis but for the 
exactly opposite reason: that, in spite of her failures, he 
suspects that it may very likely fall to the destiny of the 
South to save the country from the Berkeley-Cambridge 
axis. If this should prove the case, it is not simply because 
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cities like Los Angeles and New York are exhibiting an 
almost total paralysis and fecklessness when confronted 
with Watts and Harlem, while at the same time Atlanta 
and Greenville are doing comparatively better. (Truth
fully, I think the South is "doing better" for an odd 
mixture of Southern and Northern reasons, none of 
which has much to do with Christianity; for example, 
Southern good humor and social grace plus a sharp Yan
kee eye for the dollar and the "public image.") No, the 
criticism is leveled and the game is worth the candle 
because, at least in one Southerner's opinion, the ulti
mate basis for racial reconciliation must be theological 
rather than legal and sociological, and in the South, 
perhaps more than in any other region, the civil and 
secular consciousness is still sufficiently informed by a 
theological tradition to provide a sanction for racial 
reconciliation. (By contrast, the Catholic Church in other 
parts of the country also provides a powerful sanction, 
but it is a purely religious sanction and not necessarily 
reflected in the habitual attitudes of civil bodies such as 
legislatures and school boards.) The South can, that is, if 
she wants to. She can just as easily choose the opposite 
course, like Protestant South Africa. 

* * * 

The thesis that it may fall to the South to save the 
Union just as it fell to the North one hundred years ago, 
might appear not merely paradoxical but in the highest 
degree fanciful. Yet there are, I believe, good and suffi
cient reasons for entertaining special hopes for the future, 
not the least of which is the coming into being of pecu
liarly Southern groups of Christian churchmen. Like 
Israel, the South is still killing God's messengers, men like 
Reeb, Daniel, and Morrisroe, but at least she is killing 
them and not ignoring them, or worse, conferring upon 
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them lukewarm Civitan honors. And now she may have 
new prophets. 

There are also historical reasons which are largely nega
tive and have to do with the failure of other "good" 
traditions, traditions which, noble though they might 
have been and still are, do not perhaps possess the 
interior resources of renewal which seems to be the 
perennial and saving gift of Christianity. These failures 
have cleared the ideological air as it has not been cleared 
since the first slave came ashore in Virginia. In the failure 
of old alternatives, future choices become plainer. 

The traditions in question and their respective histor
ical d ifficu I ties are: (1 ) the collapse of the old-style 
"good" white man in the South and the dramatic disinte
gration of his alliance with the Negro; and (2) the 
ongoing demoralization of the secular urban-suburban 
middle-class society, the very culture from which so 
many of the civil rights activists derive. 

The thesis of this article, for which there is not room 
to lay the proper ground, let alone defend, is that the 
major ideological source of racial moderation in the 
South has not been Christian at all but Stoic, that this 
tradition has now collapsed, that in spite of its nobility 
(or perhaps because of its nobility) it possessed fatal 
weaknesses and therefore served as a distracting and con
fusing alternative to racism, and finally that its collapse 
has confronted Christians with a crucial test, the outcome 
of which will be unequivocal triumph or unequivocal 
disaster. The chips, that is to say, are down and it is 'dme 
they were. 

The degree of reconciliation achieved under this noble 
and mainly non-Christian ethic was more considerable 
than is generally realized. As a result of the old "fusion 
principle," as it was known, the Negro in the deep South 
enjoyed more civil rights in the period immediately fol
lowing Reconstruction than at any time afterwards-until 
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the last few years. Restaurants and trains were not segre
gated. Congressman Catchings of Mississippi, one of the 
noblest of the Old Redeemers, reported that there were 
more Negro officeholders in his district than in the entire 
North. This alliance, it is important to note, was 
struck between the Negro and the white conservative 
against the poor whites and the Radical Republicans. It 
has been this same white conservative leadership which in 
many parts of the so·uth exerted a more or less con
sciously moderate racial influence even after it was polit
ically overwhelmed by the latter-day Populist-racists, 
Vardaman, Heflin, Bilbo, and their followers. The old 
alliance with the Negro was in part politically motivated. 
But it also had a strong moral basis. It is the contention 
here that this morality was paternalistic and Stoic in 
character and that it derived little or none of its energies 
from Christian theology. Even in those instances where 
the best Southern leaders were, like Robert E. Lee, 
professing Christians, James McBride Dabbs has shown 
that there was a strong Stoic component in their character 
formation. Perhaps the most distinguishing mark and, as 
it turned out, the greatest weakness of the Stoic morality, 
was its exclusively personal character and its consequent 
indifference to the social and political commonweal. The 
Stoic took as his model, either consciously or uncon
sciously, the emperor Marcus Aurelius, who wrote in his 
Meditations, "Every moment think steadily, as a Roman 
and a man, to do what thou hast in hand with perfect and 
simple dignity and a feeling of affection and freedom and 
justice." Such a moral ideal, lofty as it is, has largely to 
do with the housekeeping of one's interior castle, specif
ically the maintenance of its order and the brightness of 
one's personal honor. In the light of such a code, the 
doctrine of the Mystical Body of Christ wherein each of 
us is a member, one of another, and no one is inviolate in 
the precincts of his soul, must remain incomprehensible. 

But it was they, the Stoics, who behaved by their lights 



WALKER PERCY 21 

and we who did not. The best of them kept the old 
broadsword virtues while the Christians by and large 
egregiously sinned against their own commandments, 
through commission and omission-in the latter case 
through an impoverished morality restricted largely to 
rules for the use of sex and alcohol. It was the Christians 
in the South who supplied the main ideological support 
for slavery. It is the Christians now who still underwrite 
segregation with Levitical quotations and Ham-Shem 
sociology. Nor is it enough to say that Christ was no 
social reformer and that St. Paul wasn't worried about 
freeing slaves. Where the Southern Christian failed was on 
his own ground, in his own performance in the face of 
here-and-now cruelty and suffering and inhumanity. 

Even when the Christian did come to the aid of the 
afflicted and abused Negro, he often did so for Stoic 
reasons, with the old benevolence and the sense of per
sonal bond toward Uncle Ned and Aunt Jemima but 
without that larger and more mysterious charity which at 
one and the same time binds men close and sets them 
free, and does not keep books on gratitude. 

Most of us have known the old tradition firsthand and 
recall it with affection and admiration. I remember in the 
most vidid way long conversations with my uncle about 
the plantation system. At that time-in the 1930s-the 
sharecropper system was coming under heavy attack from 
"Northern liberals." As a planter, my uncle felt that the 
attacks were unjust. He believed that the sharecropper 
system was an outgrowth of a natural partnership be
tween the Confederate veterans who had nothing left but 
the land and the Negroes who had nothing but their 
labor. No doubt he was right. To justify its use in modern 
times, he cited his own experience and that of his friends, 
who dealt with their tenants more than honorably, serv
ing also as father and friend. To behave with dishonor 
was to these men a detestable thing, but to mistreat a 
Negro was unthinkable, precisely because the Negro was 
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helpless. But other men, a great many other men, were 
not so scrupulous. And the Negro remained helpless, 
precisely because he had no entity in the public order of 
things and neither law nor religion felt constrained to 
underwrite such an entity. 

We may speak now of the old tradition without fear of 
patronizing it, because it was it and not the Christian 
tradition which fleshed out some of the noblest men this 
country has produced. We may go even further. As Dabbs 
wrote in his remarkable book Who Speaks for the South?, 
the final evidence that there was something wrong with 
the South as a society, that in the last analysis it was not 
a great society, was that it produced neither saints nor 
great artists. 

Stoic excellence, in short, was not enough. Its code 
had little relevance in the social and political order. For 
not only was there the tendency to wash one's hands of 
prevailing social evils, there was even the temptation to 
Schadenfreude, the peculiar sin of the Stoic, a grim sort 
of pleasure to be taken in the very deterioration of 
society, the crashing of the world about one's ears. 
Southern literature is full of direful, eschatological-and 
pleasurable-reports of the decline and fall of both the 
South and the United States. 

Though it was defeated politically around 1890, !he 
Stoic tradition has persisted until recently. Nearly every
one in the South has known someone like Atticus Finch 
in To Kill a Mockingbird with his quite Attic sense of 
decency (and his correspondingly low regard for Chris
tianity) and his courage before the lynch mob. It is, 
however, this very Stoic tradition which has finally col
lapsed as a -significant influence in the Southern com
munity. The old conservative often became the new con
servative, that is, a segregationist and "States' Righter." 
The force for moderation is now more likely to be the 
businessman-the "power structure"-the mayor, the 
manager of the new I BM center or the NASA complex 
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who wants no part of the KKK or the Citizens' Councils, 
though for reasons which have nothing to do with Christ 
or with Marcus Aurelius. 

The ideological vacuum created by the failure of the 
gentle tradition has been filled not by Christians but by 
other elements, the moderate business community and 
the secular reformer. The Christian clergy has been 
increasingly active but the inertness of cultural Christen
dom is well known. Is it possible that this well-known lag 
between clergy and laity can be traced to still viable Stoic 
elements in Christendom considered as a cultural artifact 
which one inherits more or less passively as he inherits 
language and custom? 

There is not much doubt about the existence of such a 
lag. An increasingly familiar fact of life in the Southern 
parish, Protestant and Catholic, has come to be the ten
sion between the "radical" new minister or priest and his 
"conservative" flock. There are the usual grumblings 
about brainwashing in the seminary. But is this lag to be 
understood in purely sociopolitical terms of liberal vs. 
conservative? I think not, because this particular bias has 
proved quite as refractory to pulpit appeals as to political 
appeals. I suspect that a good deal of the offense taken 
can be laid to a fundamental Stoic offense to any demand 
for public appeal and political morality. There is still the 
old reflex which somehow rules the preacher out of 
bounds when he talks about social morality as well as 
sexual morality. The very man who will get up at all 
hours to get 01' Jim out of jail and even risk his life to 
protect 01' Jim from the lynch mob is also outraged 
when Jim's sons demand better schools and better po
lice-not come hat in hand but demand them as ordinary 
rights of a citizen. And of course the fact is that many of 
the old-style "good" people, both Christian and Stoic, 
have now turned against the Negro because of what they 
deem his "insolence." "If the Negro had not become 
aggressive," a good Christian man told me the other day, 
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"I'd still be on his side. It is these demonstrations, his 
demanding rights of me, which changed my attitude." Of 
me? Here is the heart of the matter certainly: it is where 
the rights are deemed to come from which causes the 
offense. 

Such a response can be traced, I believe, to an antique 
Southern preoccupation, not with theology, as a rule of 
social intercourse, but with manners. By manners I do 
not refer in this context to that courtesy which one 
Christian awards another by virtue of the infinite value he 
assigns to the other's person but rather to manners under
stood as a primary concern with an intercourse of ges
ture, a minuet of overture and response. It is an economy 
of gesture which in its accounting of debits and credits, 
of generosity given and gratitude expected, of face and 
loss of face, is almost Oriental. (Note also the similarities 
of the classic Stoic tradition with certain Oriental moral 
philosophies.) A great part of the social intercourse be
tween whites and Negroes in the South, I daresay, was 
founded on a complex and meticulously observed proto
col of manners. And it came to pass that an extraordinary 
social fabric was woven between black and white using 
these very elements and in the face of the most trying 
circumstances. Nor is this to say that this Southern tradi
tion of manners is irrelevant to the problems of the day. 
It would be a great pity indeed if the ordinary everyday 
good manners of Southerners, black and white, should be 
overturned in the present revolution. 

But the American Negro today may reply that the 
social graces of his ancestors in Alabama didn't in the end 
do him or them much good. It is his present "bad 
manners" which now offend his old ally-though in all 
honesty I must admit that the opposite seems the case: 
the continued "good manners" of the Southern Negro are 
nothing short of amazing. The point is of course that in a 
society based largely on an intercourse of manners even 
the mildest public and political action taken to redress 
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grievances is apt to be received as a code infraction and 
hence "bad manners." 

The old alliance failed through a fatal weakness which 
now stands revealed. It was based primarily on personal 
relationships and never really possessed the interior re
sources, political or religious, through which the integrity 
of the Negro's person could be guaranteed in its own 
right. 

What is the lesson? The lesson is sure I y that at the very 
time the old order has collapsed and new social forces are 
beginning to stir the South from its long sleep, the 
Christian laity is still responding with old cultural reflexes 
to a new and somewhat unmannered order of things. 
Surely also, the remedy is theological, not merely preach
ing a gospel of reconciliation, but teaching: setting forth, 
that is, what is the case as well as what ought to be. What 
is the case is that the Christian porch is no longer hab
itable, that pleasant site of cultural Christendom neither 
quite inside the church nor altogether in the street from 
which one had the best of both, church on Sundays and 
at baptism and marriage and death, and the rest of the 
time lived in the sunny old Stoa of natural grace and 
good manners. It doesn't work now. 

* * * 
The Negro in the South has a new ally. He is not the 

old-style gentleman or Stoic or quasi-Christian but rather 
the liberal humanist, who is, more likely than not, frank
ly post-Christian in his beliefs. The clergy has been active 
in the civil rights movement, sometimes heroically so, but 
the impetus has not in the main been theological-except 
among black Southern Christians but even in this case to 
a decreasing degree, especially among the younger Ne
groes. Among the volunteers of the Mississippi Summer 
Project of 1964, it was the exception rather than the rule 
to come across anyone who had come to Mississippi to 
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implement Christian principles even though the project 
was sponsored by the National Council of Churches. It 
was rarer still to find a Southern Christian layman. And 
yet they were on the whole an earnest and admirable 
young group. 

Here is a point of view, not at al I atypical, expressed 
by one of the volunteers: 

Along with my Core class I teach a religion class at one every 
afternoon and a class on non-violence at four fifteen .... In 
religion they are being confronted for the first time with 
people they respect who do not believe in God and with 
people who do believe in God but who do not take the Bible 
literally. It's a challenging class because I have no desire to 
destroy their belief, whether Roman Catholic or Baptist, but 
I want them to look at things critically and to learn to 
separate fact from myth in all areas, not just religion. 

There is no reason to doubt this statement-that this 
young person does not wish Baptists and Catholics to lose 
their faith-though a good deal could be written about 
the assumptions and begged questions behind the state
ment. What is noteworthy perhaps is a lack of serious
ness, a certain casualness with which the perennially 
mooted religious questions are assumed to be disposed of. 
The old animus against the Christian proposition has been 
replaced by a shrug. Here, at any rate, is the new "good" 
man, a person of unquestionable goodwill and earnestness 
who explicitly disavows orthodox Christian belief. She 
places her confidence, not on the old verities, but on 
"facts" (that is to say, observable and replicable phenom
ena) and on social techniques. 

This secularization of the civil rights movement has 
been largely misunderstood in the South. The failure of 
Southern Christendom has not only been theological-a 
default in the duty of reconciliation-but prophetic in its 
blindness both to what happened and what is to come. 
Confronted by a revolutionary and to a large degree 



WALKER PERCY 27 

non-Christian movement and obfuscated by his own Stoic 
reading of race relations-"we have nothing but love for 
our Negroes and they for us," etc.-the Southern Christian 
has all too often made the unhappy mistake of labelling 
the· civil ·rights movement as Communist, immoral, 
un-American and so on. Apparently there are a few 
Communists involved and apparently there has been some 
sexual misbehavior, but this is not an occasion for re
joicing. The reason the Christian racist goes to such. 
lengths to discredit the new allies of the Negro and is so 
pleased when they uncover sexual sin is not hard to 
discover. For the bitterest pill for them to swallow is the 
fact, hardly to be contested and which in his heart he 
does not contest, that the Negro revolution is mainly 
justified, mainly peaceful (from the side of the Negroes) 
and mainly American. For to admit this hard reality 
would entail pari passu a confession of his own failure. 

How stands the Christian then vis-a-vis the challenge of 
the new-style "good" man? Better off than before, I 
think, and less compromised than he was in his relation 
to the old-style Stoic quasi-Christian gentleman. 

The present hope is to be found, paradoxically as it is 
often the case with Christian hope, in the very extremity 
of the failure. The old Christian porch, that is to say, is 
becoming increasingly uninhabitable by moderately seri
ous persons, which is to say our best young people. It is 
surely not too much to say that if Southern Christendom 
does not soon demonstrate the relevance of its theology 
to the single great burning social issues in American life, 
it runs the risk of becoming ever more what it in fact to a 
degree already is, the pleasant Sunday lodge of conser
vative Southern businessmen which offends no one and 
which no one takes seriously. 

The larger hope and opportunity of the Christian gos
pel lies of course in the terrible dilemma of the new 
"good" man himself, the denizen, we might call him, of 
the victorious technological-democratic society. A great 


