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White Church (4) I “Church in Prison”

The prisoners who were not allowed to worship together in a Jackson church were certainly
not allowed to live together in a Jackson jail. At the City Jail they were placed in segregated
calls. But they could communicate with each other; sympathetic Black trustees carried written
and verbal messages from the white women to the Black women to the ministers and back again.
Sometimes they sang Fresdom Songs, sometimes hymns. Every day we brought in “CARE”
packages prepared by Tougaloo students — food, candy, fruit, clothing, and books. One after-
noonMu.RuthBc&ttd,witaofthocoﬂoga?rddcnt,mttotbahﬂmdnk&dtomher
studmbmdthairtﬁm&s.ﬁﬂ.Bdttd,at:ﬂwomaawhoeedukhahmpuﬂywhite,ap—
womhodthcpdimmwithhaako!hmoammdm&cvm&emw&nnm
Httle chance of sseing the prisoners but she acted shocked. In ber hands she carried a bowl of
beautiful fresh fiowers for the prisoners. When told that prisoners did not norally receive
flowsrs, she presented the bouguet to the desk sergeant to cheer everyone up.

Aﬁothetvhimtothejaﬂwu Dr. Ralph Bunche, the Black United Nations officer. He was
giving a speech at Tougaloo for the United Nations day. The jalled studenis sent him a note and
he came to see them. But he was not admitted to the prison. In his spesch at Tougsloo (to an
!nm@mdaudhmethatmdudodatwdnﬁnzwuhﬁomhﬁﬂwincowmdmme!ocd
white public school teachers and Dr. and Mrs. Ashmors from the Methodist Bewspaper) and to
upmmﬁm.m.mmwmndiﬁommmmmmd,%bmot
| today has the morality of & junghe,”* and eadorsed all forms of protest and demonstration
" being necessary in the civil rights stzuggle. A few days bators ths Gov. Roms Bamett e an-
nounced that “United Natioss Day” would not be cbserved in Missiesippi but urged citisens to
maks the dsy & kind of Americs First remembrance. Mr. Bunche drew applause and laughter
from his Tougaloo audience when he commented that no one should eritieiss the Governor for
his hostility to the United Nations but they all should be giad that on this one day out of the

vear Missimippi did honor America.
Governor Ross Barnett was never a man to stay silent long. The next day he issusd his
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denunciation of Bunche, the United Nations, Communism, and athelsm. One of the things
that was so upsetting about the United Nations, as the governor so courageously and cleady
proved, was that the UN was not Christian. The Governor found nothing ironic in the fact that
twelve people were in his jails for trying to worship at churches of Jackson at the very time
Barnett made his defense of Freedom and Christianity. In a prepared statement released to the
prees, the Governor made & clear presentation of what most white Mississippians thought about
themselves and the rest of the world:

Wednasday night of this week, at Tougaloo College, Reiph Bunchs, a Negro
United Nations diplomat, blantantly (sic*) slandered Missizsippi in a most abrupt
manner and with abject diarespect for her psople and institutions. _

- For a man to come to Misissippi and to speak out for pro-Communist prin-
ciples is something the people of Mississippi will long remember in a long chain
of insults that our state has had perpstrated against it.

In his speech, Ralph Bunche was upholding athelsm and atheistic organiza-
tions. It is time to recognize that the UN is a completely stheistic organization and
this is one of the main ressons that I have refused to issue a proclamation declaring
UN day in the soversign Christian state of Mimissippl. Thers is no sign of Christian-
ity in the towering structures of the UN in New York City. It s kmown to have &
meditation room that i comparable to an oriental dungeon.

The people of Missisippi and the people of America must know that while
Mississippi struggles to uphold its Christian principles, men Hke the Negro pro-
Communist Ralph Bunche are attempting to literally tear apart at its heartsirings
our Christian heritage In the United States of America,

If Ralph Bunche is as interested in stopping turmoil, strife and torture in
Africa, Cuba, South America and other places as he is in trying to reform people
locially‘;gvhy does he not stay on hie job and quit meddling in the affairs of Mis-
sfasippi?

Considering everything, Ralph Bunche was probably lucky that the Jackson police just
retusedtohthimvkittheprhominjaﬂ—instudofpluinghlminjaﬂsommonpxhonez.

The Tougaloo students sent out the request for Mr. Bunche to visit them; he tried. The
Methodist ministers in jail sent messages to the Methodist Bishop and the District Superinten-
dent to visit them, requesting a service of Holy Communion. The Bishop snd the District Super-
intendent refused to visit the men in prison. “When saw we thes in prison . ..?”

To mymrprhelwnaﬂowodtorﬁtth:minhtmlnprhon.Sémedsmtpolkootﬁcer
made the decision; I had taken for granted that my request to visit the prisoners would be

turned down with curses or laughter. But the police were not as uniformly evil as I sometimes
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imagined. Perhaps it was just the irony of the situation — that I should be visiting the prisoners
instead of being & prisoner mysslf.

In the cellblock with the ministers we talked of the state of the church and the world, of
God and man, and laughed at the absurdity of sc much that was happening to us all. And we had
a celebration of Holy Communion, I was asked to lead the ssrvice. The cell was our chapel. On
the low ceiling above us we could read the names of those who had been imprisoned — for
treedom, for faith, before us. Recent names from the demonstrations of the 1963 summer,
before the death of Medgar Evers. Earlier battles and names of soldiers — students, other min-
sters on the 1961 Freedom Rides. Sometimes a name was familiar to one of the Chicago men;
many of the names were familiar to me. Scrawled among the names otthaumafx-—and of all
the regular ionely prisonexs and more traditional criminals — wexe simple messages, slogans of

. freedom in the Movement sense with the slogans of freedom, of *“Ten more days to go,” of the

YTJ?“

11 petty thief and alcobolic who slept here last month; versss or lines from Freedom songe barely

legible under the more recent pornogeaphy — grafitti no future archseclogist could ever de-
cipber. We commented on these names and hopes and fears written around us; I told some
stories sbout some of the names I recognized. It was easy to move into a spirit of womship; the
recent past and the ancient past both seemed close, Our altar-Communion table wme the long,
gimple metal-covered all-purposs table the prisoners used for their meals and their card games.
One of the men brought out a hard biscuit, left over from the meager breakfast. (I had advised
the men to always hoard a piecs of bread or something from their breakfsst in case they were
hungry later in the day.) This became our Communion loaf. The Communion wine (smuggled in
from the outside world) was poured into our chalice — & prisoner’s battered tin drinking cup
provided by Jerry Forshey. I read the words we all knew; we joined in the prayems; we sang
together, we had silsnce together; we broke bread together, we shared ths cup of wine, the Body
and the Blood. We feit unity, and strength, and humility, and love. There was 2 kind of awe, a8
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though our little band of five prisonsrs {and I slways thought of myself zs a prisoner) were the
cathedral, kneeling before some mmall crucifix in a tiny
chapel on the side uisle, waiting, in no hurry, to walk back out into the great building around

only people prasent in some immanse

us. We knew strength and we knew peace.
And Jerry Forshey stole the chalice, the water cup that is the legal property of the Jackson
City Jail, hiding it under his clothing as he left the prison, taking it back to Chicago. No doubt
thismbingcupwalthoﬁmlpmofthepolieenoedodtoknowthmmwmnotndminhm.
T



