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By Joynicole Martinez
Staff Writer

	 In a 2021 Pew Research project, Black 
pastors reported feeling that their influ-
ence, and that of their churches, in their 
local communities has declined in recent 
decades. They offered a variety of reasons, 
including less social activism by clergy, 
growing secularism and the breaking ties 
between young adults and local churches, 
gentrification of urban neighborhoods and 
the departure of many congregants to less 
densely settled suburbs, and scandals that 
they feel have tainted the reputations of 
clergy of all races.
	 Still, pastors occupy a unique and 
complex role in society, combining spiri-
tual guidance, community leadership, and 
emotional support. As leaders, they face 
substantial challenges, such as emotional 
fatigue, public scrutiny, and the struggle to 
balance the push/pull of ministry and care 
with their family life. 
	 Family members, especially spouses, 
may take on unofficial roles within the 
church, adding to their responsibilities and 
potentially blurring the line between family 
life and ministry.
	 However, the rewards are equally signifi-
cant, particularly in the context of faith’s 
impact on personal well-being, mental 
health, and community cohesion. Faith is 
at the heart of the pastor’s well-being, of-
fering a sense of purpose, resilience, and 

The Unique Dynamic Of Pastor And Community
hope in the face of challenges. But faith 
doesn’t make one superhuman or divine.
	 One of the most demanding aspects of 
pastoral leadership is the emotional toll of 
bearing the burdens of others. Pastors are 
often on the front lines during life’s most 
difficult moments—counseling grieving 
families, supporting those battling addic-
tion, and mediating in marital crises. This 
constant exposure to personal struggles 
can lead to emotional exhaustion and 
burnout, especially when pastors lack time 
for self-care or emotional outlets.
	 Public scrutiny adds another layer of 
complexity. As visible moral leaders, pas-
tors are expected to embody the teachings 
they share, which can lead to pressure in 
their personal lives. This expectation is 
not limited to the pastor alone but often 
extends to their family, creating a challeng-
ing dynamic where privacy and personal 
struggles can be difficult to manage under 
the watchful eye of the congregation.
	 The long hours, unpredictable schedule, 
and frequent need to be available outside 
of traditional work times can limit fam-
ily time, leading to feelings of neglect or 
imbalance within the pastor’s family. Add 
to that a spouse or children feeling the 
weight of congregational expectations, with 
their own behavior often scrutinized by 
the church community - it can feel like the 
most unjust and perhaps unsafe space. 
	 When every encounter is an interview, 

and the job requires putting text written 
millennia ago into a modern context that 
influences and inspires, the toll can be 
heavy. 
	 But there are powerful benefits, par-
ticularly in terms of mental and emotional 
well-being, largely due to the faith-cen-
tered nature of the work. Numerous stud-
ies have shown that faith and spiritual 
practices contribute to overall well-being 
and health. Research published in the 
Journal of Religion and Health found that 
individuals with strong religious faith re-
ported lower levels of anxiety, depression, 
and stress, alongside a greater sense of 
purpose and life satisfaction .
	 Pastors who spend their lives in a daily 
practice of faith often benefit from this 
dynamic. Their role allows them to en-
gage regularly in spiritual practices such 
as prayer, meditation, and reflection, 
which have been shown to foster resilience 
and emotional stability. A 2015 study by 
the American Psychological Association 
demonstrated that individuals “walking 
out their faith” were better equipped to 
manage stress and displayed lower rates 
of mental health issues compared to their 
secular peers. 
	 The faith component also extends to 
physical health. Research from Duke Uni-
versity’s Center for Spirituality, Theology, 
and Health suggests that regular participa-
tion in religious services and faith practices 

is associated with better health outcomes, 
including lower blood pressure and longer 
life expectancy.
	 Pastors also enjoy unique sociological 
benefits through their roles as commu-
nity leaders. Churches often serve as social 
hubs where relationships are fostered, and 
pastors are central to this community-
building process. The role offers the oppor-
tunity to create meaningful relationships 
and a support network, providing a strong 
sense of belonging and purpose. 
	 And these benefits are mutual. Repre-
sentation matters, especially when it comes 
seeking out support in our most vulnerable 
moments. According to the American Psy-
chological Association, only four percent 
of mental health clinicians in the US are 
Black. That means the pastor as a spiritual 
leader is providing a connection through a 
shared history - and a way for Black folk to 
connect to mental healthcare with some-
one they believe can understand them and 
what they’re going through.
	 For the congregation, the pastor’s influ-
ence extends beyond spiritual guidance. 
	 The Church had historically served as 
the center of education, civil rights strug-
gle, and social activism but also the center 
of respite from racial oppression, enter-
tainment, and artistic expression.
	 Churches often facilitate charitable 
works, including food distribution, hous-
ing assistance, and community outreach 
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programs. These activities not only address 
immediate needs but also build a culture of 
generosity and social cohesion, which ben-
efits both the congregation and the pastor. 
By leading these efforts, pastors experience 
firsthand the fulfillment of servant leader-
ship, fostering a cycle of giving and receiv-
ing that enhances both personal well-being 
and community health.
	 Strong faith and community ties can 
serve as protective factors for pastoral 
families who are in and traditionally of the 
community they serve. Families embedded 
in supportive congregational environments 
often receive emotional and practical assis-
tance from the church, which can mitigate 
some of the strains caused by the demands 
of ministry. Faith also plays a crucial role 
in helping families find meaning and resil-
ience in their sacrifices, allowing them to 

By Judykay Jefferson
Staff Writer

	 In a world that’s moving fast and can 
feel more disconnected than ever, having 
a sense of community is incredibly im-
portant. Among all the places where you 
can find this connection, the church really 
stands out. On some level, most of us go 
seeking unity, support, and hope. Some-
times, it’s a hit, sometimes a miss. Thank 
God, there are many choices. It took until 
I was 60+ years old to find MY church and 
I’ve never looked back.
	 The church isn’t just a place for wor-
ship; it’s a home where people from all 
walks of life come together to build a sup-
portive community. Whether it’s Sunday 
services, Bible studies, or social events, 
the church gives us a consistent space to 
connect on a deeper level. This feeling of 
belonging is especially crucial nowadays 
when loneliness and social isolation are 
common issues. Dr. Jane Thompson, a 
sociologist at the University of Maryland, 
says, “Community connection through the 
church provides a unique blend of spiritual 
and social support that’s hard to find else-
where. It gives people a sense of identity 
and a network of care, which can be a life-
line for many.”
	 Let me share my journey. I grew up at 
St. Mark United Methodist Church in Chi-
cago. My mother taught Sunday School, 
my Girl Scout troop met there, I was con-
firmed there, and it was there I was booted 
out of the children’s choir (they were not 
wrong). In confirmation classes I learned 
the history of the United Methodist 
Church. St. Mark UMC was a consistent, 
important part of my life. It was solemn 
and traditional. Staying awake during the 
hour and half service was a challenge. At 
some point, there was a shift, and a gospel 
choir was introduced with more exciting 
music and different musicians. I remem-
ber the whispered rumor that they had 
“hired musicians who were not members 
of the church.” Scandalous! It shouldn’t be 
a surprise that once I left for college, that 
was it for me and church attendance.
	 As an adult in Jackson, Mississippi, 
church membership is as important 
to your identity as a driver’s license. 
My mother went through the formal 
procedure of having our membership 
transferred to Central United Methodist 
Church. She was active and loved for two 
decades, as much for her exquisite pound 
cake as for her faithfulness in visiting the 
sick and the shut-in.
	 When my father died just six years after 
retiring and moving to Mississippi, the 
church became an even more important 
part of her life. I tried, but I was certain 

navigate the difficulties of pastoral life with 
grace.
	 Servant Leadership and prioritizing the 
needs and growth of the congregation over 
personal ambitions or gain builds trust 
and loyalty within the church, fostering a 
culture of mutual respect and care. Pastors 
who embrace servant leadership create en-
vironments where individuals feel valued 
and supported, which in turn contributes 
to their own sense of purpose and fulfill-
ment.
	 This type of leadership involves moti-
vating individuals to grow beyond their 
current state, both spiritually and socially. 
Transformational leaders are catalysts for 
personal and communal development, 
guiding their congregations through times 
of change and helping them to see beyond 
immediate challenges to broader, more 

profound goals.
	 In practice, this means that pastors are 
not just offering spiritual advice, but are 
actively working to inspire transformation 
in their communities. Through sermons, 
personal example, and outreach initiatives, 
transformational pastors encourage con-
gregants to grow in their faith, contribute 
to social justice causes, and build a stron-
ger, more unified community. In doing so, 
they help create lasting change that ben-
efits both individuals and society at large.
	 This is how predominantly Black church-
es became “one-stop shops” for Black 
communities – places where, in addition 
to worship, Black people could have rich 
social lives shielded from the degradations 
of racism and oppression that pervaded the 
wider society.
	 “For many years, Black culture was 

centered around the church,” said Bishop 
Talbert W. Swan II, senior pastor of Spring 
of Hope Church of God in Christ in Spring-
field, Massachusetts. “And I think that’s 
something that is very unique about the 
Black Church and Black religion that is not 
necessarily true for all other communities.”
	 The signal aspects of Black culture have 
been seeded, watered, given light, and 
nurtured in the Black Church, out of the 
reach and away from the watchful eyes and 
reaching hands of those who would choke 
the life out of it.
	 Pastors, then are protectors of the 
culture as much as they are guardians of 
our faith.  As pastors inspire others to 
grow and thrive, let us pray that in this 
divisive and complex season, they too are 
enriched by the transformative power of 
their calling.

Church Can Be The Missing Link To A Fuller Life
Central was not the church for me. When 
required, I sat between Mother and Ms. 
Annie Ruth, both of whom would pinch 
me throughout the service.
	 Jackson is a big, small town where 
people know you by your affiliations such 
as service organizations, the restaurants 
you frequent, and your church member-
ship. I felt a disconnect. I would visit the 
churches of friends but each time, I knew I 
hadn’t found my place.
	 Then I moved to North Carolina. I was 
older and more settled. Again, I visited 
churches with friends only to again fail to 
find my place. Eventually, I gave up. Then 
one day, in the middle of an argument 
with a man a foot taller and out-weighing 
me by 100 lb., there was a moment in 
which I was totally convinced I could and 
would beat him down. In the next mo-
ment, I knew it was time to actively seek 
God. The foolishness was on a Friday. Two 
days later I drove around the corner to 
Millbrook High School to attend the ser-
vice of a global nondenominational minis-
try. It was less than a two-minute drive. I 
had run out of excuses. 
	 That first Sunday, I was so focused on 
just getting there that I vaguely remember 
the bright orange feather banners, and 
friendly greeters that handed me a VIP 
first-timer card and accompanied me to 
the auditorium. It was dark, like a movie 
theater, and I was led to the front row. It 
was definitely different from the tradition-
al churches, large and small, of my past. I 
liked the dark room. The music was unfa-
miliar but moving. Watching the sermon 
on the screen was interesting and weirdly 
personal.  At the conclusion of the service, 
as I turned to leave, I realized that the 
auditorium had been filled with a highly 
diverse group of people. As a first timer, I 
completed a “Connection” card under an 
orange tent where I was given a really nice 
t-shirt. Who does that? I promised myself 
I would return the next Sunday, and I did. 
	 The next Sunday, I walked through 
the main entrance and was welcomed by 
a woman who called me by name. I was 
blown away. These were my people, and 
this was now my church. I noticed a ban-
ner that read, “See What God Can Do Thru 
You.” I was ready. The next week, I was 
contacted by a friendly person who sent 
me a link to the website where I could con-
nect with something called an E-group. I 
was also invited to attend an orientation 
session for those interested in volunteer-
ing. There I met the Outreach pastor and 
committed to serving as a volunteer every 
other Sunday. The most impactful decision 
of my life was volunteering to cook and 
serve breakfast at the Raleigh Rescue Mis-
sion every other Wednesday morning at 5 

am. Turns out, cooking and feeding people 
is my thing. Who knew?
	 This was the community I needed. These 
were the connections that were missing 
in my life. Also missing was the sense of 
purpose I found in volunteering. This was 
church.
	 Church communities are great for nur-
turing moral and ethical growth. Through 
teachings, sermons, and discussions, the 
church instills values like kindness, integ-
rity, and service to others. These principles 

are crucial not just for personal growth but 
also for the well-being of our society.
	 Kids and young adults, in particular, 
benefit from the moral guidance provided 
by the church. This moral foundation can 
serve as armor to protect them from this 
culture of enhanced judgement where 
value is determined by likes and follows. 
`The church’s influence goes beyond 
its congregation, often inspiring civic 

(See THE MISSING LINK, P. 6)
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engagement and social responsibility. 
Faith-based communities are frequently at 
the forefront of charitable activities, com-
munity service, and advocacy for social 
justice. From organizing food drives and 
shelters for the homeless to taking part in 
environmental conservation efforts, the 
church mobilizes its members to tackle im-
portant societal issues. Reverend Samuel 
Johnson, a pastor in Atlanta, notes, “The 
church has always been a catalyst for posi-
tive change. By encouraging our members 
to actively engage in community service, 
we not only address immediate needs but 
also foster a culture of giving and respon-
sibility.”
	 In a world full of divisions and polariza-
tion, the church has the power to build 
bridges across differences. Within the 
church community, people from different 
ethnicities, socioeconomic backgrounds, 
and political beliefs come together with a 
common purpose. This diversity enriches 
the community and promotes mutual un-
derstanding and respect. The church’s role 
in promoting inclusivity and harmony is 
essential for creating a more compassion-
ate and just society.
	 At its core, the church is a place for spir-

itual nourishment. It offers a space to ex-
plore and deepen one’s faith, seek answers 
to life’s big questions, and find a sense of 
meaning and purpose. The rituals, prayers, 
and sacraments of the church provide 
comfort and a sense of continuity, linking 
individuals to a larger spiritual tradition. 
This spiritual connection is a source of in-
ner strength and resilience, helping people 
navigate life’s uncertainties and challenges 
with hope and confidence. The church’s 
emphasis on forgiveness, grace, and re-
demption offers a path to healing and re-
newal, both personally and collectively.
	 The importance of having a community 
connection through the church can’t be 
overstated. As a place to belong, a source 
of emotional and psychological support, a 
nurturer of moral and ethical growth, and 
a catalyst for civic engagement, the church 
plays a vital role in fostering unity, sup-
port, and hope. In an era of individualism 
and fragmentation, the church stands as a 
testament to the enduring power of com-
munity, reminding us that we are all part 
of a larger, interconnected whole. There 
are many ways to “church.” Finding “your” 
church can the life-line you have been 
seeking.

The Missing Link—CONTINUED FROM PAGE 5
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Thank you for  45 years of
faithful service to God and
God’s people.  We are
grateful to God for your   34
years as our great  pastor!

919-772-5151 www.poplar-springs.org secretary@poplar-springs.org

PASTOR 
CHARLES W. BROOKS

Congratulations

Follow us: 

Black Church Leaders Brought Religion To Politics In The 
‘60s – But It Was Dramatically Different From Today Scene
	 The Conversation—Fifty-eight years 
ago in the summer of 1966, a group of 
Black church leaders took out a full-page 
advertisement in The New York Times 
titled “Black Power.” Their densely word-
ed statement called on national leaders, 
“white churchmen,” Black citizens and 
the mass media to correct the country’s 
racial power imbalance. In essence, they 
asked their fellow citizens to support 
Black power.
	 Prominent church leaders such as Rev. 
Paul Washington of the Church of the 
Advocate in Philadelphia, Rev. Gayraud 
Wilmore of the Presbyterian Commission 
on Religion and Race, and Rev. Benja-
min Payton of the National Council of 
Churches were among the signatories. 
With years of civil rights experience, 
48 Black church leaders boldly asserted 
their unequivocal support for the Black 
Power movement.
	 Like many white Christian national-
ists in 2024, these Black church leaders 
believed that God was punishing their 
beloved country. Both groups called for 
repentance and fundamental change. 
And like white Christian nationalists, the 
1966 Black Christian activists asserted 
that their faith had something to say on 
matters of racial identity and power poli-
tics.
	 Such a comparison might suggest that 
the two groups – each proud of their 
racial identity – were alike in the ends 
they sought. However, the church-based 
advocates of Black Power in 1966 articu-
lated their vision, pursued their goal of 
correcting the nation’s corruption and 
engaged with their fellow citizens in 
dramatically different ways than white 
Christian nationalists do today.
	 As a scholar of religion and race in 
social protest movements, I argue that 
the assertion of Black power was not in 
any way a threat to democracy – unlike 
today’s white Christian nationalists’ de-
mands for taking the reins of power.
	 Only weeks before the ad appeared, 
activist  Stokely Carmichael had brought 
the phrase “Black Power” to national 
attention during a freedom march in 
Greenwood, Mississippi. He proclaimed: 
“We’ve been saying freedom for six years, 
and we ain’t got nothin’. What we got 
to start saying now is Black Power! We 
want Black Power.” His rhetoric and the 
race riots then rocking the country in cit-
ies like Chicago, Cleveland and Dayton, 
Ohio, prompted the Black church leaders 
to take out their ad.
	 In the nearly 3,000-word full-page 
statement, pastors proposed that fair dis-
tribution of political and economic power 
would solve the cities’ problems. Accu-
rate news coverage, full employment and 
equal education would make that power 
sharing possible. As religious leaders, 
they also called their congregations to 
heal internal divisions and practice racial 
self-love.
	 In addition, the Black church leaders 
used the text of their paid advertisement 
to refute the idea that any “nation, race 
or organization” had the right to hold 
“ultimate power.” They aimed to reassure 
readers that the Black Power activists 
shouldn’t hold ultimate power, either. 
They then moderated their patriotism 
by noting that “America is our beloved 
homeland” but that the country was “not 
God.” Unlike some Black nationalist 
activists of the era, they did not call for 
separation from white society.

	 Rather than an “other worldly concep-
tion of God’s power,” they focused in 
their ad on exercising power in the “here 
and now.” And they called for access to 
power that would allow Black citizens to 
participate at “all levels of the life of our 
nation.”
	 As historian and activist Vincent Hard-
ing has observed, their words echoed 
congregants who would criticize overly 
spiritual church leaders by asserting, 

“Praying is fine in a prayer meeting, but 
it ain’t no good in a bear meeting.” That 
is, in a dangerous situation – whether 
an urban rebellion or an encounter with 
a wild animal – religious resources were 
insufficient.
	 Theirs was a pragmatic embrace of 
power, grounded in an appeal to the 
founding principles of the United States.
	 Power with limits
	 However, their pursuit of Black power 

had limits. In the text of their ad, the 
Black church leaders clearly advocated 
for “all people” to have power which, by 
necessity, required that Black people also 
have power.
	 They also conceded that the very insti-
tutions they led – Black congregations – 
already had some degree of power. Since 
the mass exodus of Black congregants 

(See RELIGION TO POLITICS, P. 11)
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pastor
one who is both a teacher and a faithful student of The Word
one who shoulders intense conflict & unrealistic expectations

one who ventures outside of the church walls to minister
one who works diligently to grow God’s Kingdom
one who accepts and welcomes service to others
one who counsels with patience and tolerance

one who leads by following God’s word
one who supports and encourages
one who gives freely and willingly

one who gives words of wisdom
one who is joyfully obedient

one who instills faith
AND

one who preaches and teaches the Bible with love

©The Carolinian Newspaper 2024
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Government Has A Role, But Churches And Christian 
Ministries Are “New Paradigm” For Disaster Relief
By Warren Cole Smith

Ministry Watch

	 The whole world is now seeing what the 
people of western North Carolina have lived 
through this past week. Those sights are gen-
erating shock and awe. The strength of the 
storm and the magnitude of the destruction 
are stunning. The scale of the devastation is 
now becoming clear. Western North Caro-
lina will not be back to normal for months, 
perhaps years. It is also clear that whatever 
“normal” looked like, the new normal will be 
different. This storm has recalibrated where 
and how thousands of people will live from 
now on.
	 I live in Charlotte, two hours east of Ashe-
ville. We were spared the worst effects of the 
storm, but even here we see ripple effects. 
With I-40 and I-26 closed through the moun-
tains of North Carolina and Tennessee, traffic 
has been diverted for hundreds of miles in all 
directions. Charlotte-area interstates are now 
clogged at most hours of the day or night. My 
own schedule has been altered. I planned to 
meet with MinistryWatch supporters in Ashe-
ville next week, but the restaurant in Biltmore 

Village where we planned to meet is now full 
of mud. That trip is now (obviously) not hap-
pening.
	 Tuesday night I sat outside with a friend, 
and our conversation was interrupted repeat-
edly by helicopters passing overhead, headed 
west with supplies. The shelves of the big-box 
stores here in Charlotte are mostly empty of 
bottled water and other essential items. These 
are, of course, minor inconveniences, mere 
trifles compared to what the people of west-
ern North Carolina are facing, but they have 
provided me with a reality check. It’s clear that 
Helene’s impact has been rippling out from 
western North Carolina.
	 There is also much heartache. This morn-
ing the death toll passed 200, most of them in 
North Carolina, and 72 in Buncombe County 
alone. That grim number will certainly in-
crease. A childhood friend of my wife Missy 
has a second home near Saluda, N. C. Three 
people died on her street alone. I have heard 
stories from rescue workers who are recover-
ing bodies, some of them ripped apart. The 
weeks ahead will be hard ones for police, fire, 
and rescue workers. It’s also important to note 
that in the rural communities affected, many 

of these first responders are volunteers. This 
is certainly not what they signed up for, but I 
have heard story after story of these men and 
women rushing in, not running away.
	 Indeed, the stories abound. A college friend, 
Paul Hanna, posted on Facebook the story of 
his son Ben. Let me share it with you:
	 My son, Ben Hanna and his wife, Mandy, 
live in Asheville. They have a natural gas 
generator. So they are the only ones with 
power in their area. He was able to borrow 
a StarLink setup from a neighbor with no 
power and set up an internet hotspot for his 
neighbors to communicate. They also hosted 
a street “eat your food before it spoils” party 
and hosted a movie night for the neighbor-
hood in their front yard and driveway in 
between the downed trees.
	 Such grassroots efforts are springing up 
all round. Ed and Anne Stych are names that 
might be familiar to MinistryWatch readers. 
They are part of the team that posts stories 
to the MinistryWatch website, and Anne has 
written more than 100 stories for us over 
the past five years. They are a part of Good 
Shepherd Anglican Church in Cornelius, 
N.C., a northern suburb of Charlotte. This 

small church, working with others in the area, 
helped send more than 38 small aircraft load-
ed with supplies to western North Carolina 
– on Monday alone. Local businessmen Travis 
McVickers and Kevin Garrison organized 
these efforts. Garrison set up a GoFundMe 
page to finance the project. By Friday, he had 
raised more than $840,000 to pay for sup-
plies, airplane fuel, hangar space, and airplane 
rentals.
	 Another member of Good Shepherd Angli-
can, Matt Creswell, drove up to Banner Elk 
on Tuesday with a 1,000-gallon tank of diesel. 
“This has turned into a three-day event,” Cre-
swell texted Ed Stych. “On Wednesday we are 
cooking 1,000 hotdogs and hamburgers for a 
little hard-hit community about 45 minutes 
north of Boone. Sleep is overrated.”
	 The resourcefulness of some of these grass-
roots efforts are enough to bring a smile to 
your face. One example: A mule team hauled 
supplies to people in Black Mountain, N.C. 
who are completely cut off by severed roads. 
The supplies were purchased at Food Lion 
just outside the area affected, and the local 
Tractor Supply store donated feed for the 
mules.
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By Dr. Joy Martinez
Staff Writer

	 Every year thousands of Catholics from around the world embark on a weeks-long 
procession throughout Europe, celebrating the Feast of the Assumption of Mary, 
crowding past the discarded crutches of the miraculously healed to look upon the dark-
skinned image of the Black Madonna, praying for a just blessing as one of the nearly five 
million devotees that visit each year. 
	 Thousands of Black Madonnas in the form of paintings and statues are honored 
across Spain, France, Italy, Switzerland, and Russia, their shrines representing the 
world’s most famous and frequented Marian (that is, centered around the Virgin Mary) 
locations. 
	 While most of the icons are concentrated in Europe —and particularly in the Mediter-
ranean—they are also found in the Americas. Our Lady of Guadalupe in Mexico is one 
such example that, like the Black Madonna in Poland, serves as a vital aspect of the 
country’s religious pulse.
	 Too often, racism and ignorance obscure the true origins of the Black lady, many pas-
sionately refute their very existence, claiming that they are just unusual images of the 
Virgin Mary. 
	 One common account of the Black Madonna in France’s Chartres Cathedral holds that 
her skin was once white, but became dark over the centuries due to exposure to candle 
soot (notably, her clothing did not suffer the same darkening, nor did comparable im-
ages of saints housed in the same sanctuaries). 
	 This theory, although easily disproven, is accepted in many locations throughout 
Europe. In other cases, icons have been purposely whitened, such as in Rome’s Santa 
Maria del Popolo Church, where the representation displayed in the main altar has been 
bleached, while the same image on the choir altar remains Black.
	 In its most substantial renovation since Chartres was rebuilt between 1194 and 1225, 
the building has changed almost beyond recognition. The 2017 restoration aimed not 
only to clean and maintain the structure, but also to offer an insight into what the cathe-
dral would have looked like in the 13th century. 
	 Its interior was designed to be a radiant vision, as close to heaven on earth as a pil-
grim might come, although many modern visitors have responded more with shock than 
with awe. The architecture critic Martin Filler has described the project as a “scandalous 
desecration of a cultural holy place.” The once Black Madonna is now white. 
	 Dr. Malgorzata Oleszkiewicz-Peralba, associate professor of Latin American Literary 
and Cultural Studies in the Department of Modern Languages and Literatures, studies 
syncretic religions and representations of the divine feminine. 
	 Her acclaimed book, The Black Madonna in Latin America and Europe, explores the 
historical precedents of modern-day Black Madonna worship.
	 As Dr. Oleszkiewicz-Peralba explains, the Mother Goddess, revered throughout all of 
human history represents the essential state of reality, that which gives birth to all of 
material existence. “She is the mother of universes, identified with the primordial dark-
ness and chaos of the universe, and with the moist and fertile black earth.” 
	 But if Black women are associated with power, fertility and creation at the begin-
ning of history, Trans-Atlantic slavery and its lasting anti-Blackness has replaced those 
strengths with insane ferocity, overt harlotry, and a lack of control over individual child 
bearing. 
	 This ideological construct of the wanton Jezebel legitimized White men’s sexual abuse 
of Black enslaved women; for if Black women were inherently promiscuous, they could 
not be violated. Her opposite, the White woman, was virtuous and pure and worthy of 
protection. 
	 Strong female figures, especially those representing Black race and culture, have been 
either sweetened or demonized in our entertainment rich culture. Even Black Girl Magic 
has been criticized, as the ‘‘strong, black woman’’ archetype, which also includes the 
mourning Black woman who suffers in silence, furthering the idea that we can survive it 
all, that we can withstand it. That we are, in fact, superhuman.
	 Not superhuman. But human. Desiring respect as humans. But there stands a Madon-
na in Tindari, Sicily, which dates from well before the 8th century. The Madonna statue 
is displayed up on high above the altar, and beneath her is a Bible quotation in Latin, 
from the Song of Songs: “Nigra sum sed Formosa”—I am Black but I am beautiful.

How The Virgin Mary Is Seen Around The World

from white-led congregations in the af-
termath of emancipation, independent 
Black congregations had provided reli-
gious support and sustenance while also 
fostering a base for political action.
	 Black congregations had supported 
congregants who challenged white su-
premacy during Reconstruction, called 
for access to jobs during World War II 
and marched on Washington for jobs and 
freedom during the Civil Rights Move-
ment.
	 A means to participation
	 But perhaps most centrally, the 48 
signers of The New York Times statement 
– like other secular proponents of Black 
power at the time – did not seek control 
of the country.
	 Instead of “a foolish effort at domina-
tion” or a “new form of isolationism,” 
they said in the ad, they sought power so 

that they could effectively participate “at 
all levels of the life of our nation.” Their 
goal was to “make the rebuilding of our 
cities” the country’s first priority.
	 Within a decade of the 1966 publica-
tion of the statement, the phrase Black 
Power had waned even among its most 
vocal advocates. Internal fractures, often 
prompted by paid informants, had weak-
ened Black Power organizations. FBI 
Director J. Edgar Hoover had organized 
violent attacks on Black Power activists. 
Other proponents of Black power were 
arrested and imprisoned by both local 
and federal officials.
	 As Lerone Martin, the director of Stan-
ford University’s King Center, has shown, 
Hoover was motivated in his undermin-
ing of power for Black people out of his 
devout expression of a Christianity that 
was “unerringly conservative, patriotic 

and white.”
	 Another way to join faith and politics
	 Proponents of white Christian nation-
alism continue to seek a religiously run, 
white-dominated government. A recent 
PPRI study also found that white Chris-
tian nationalists were twice as likely to 
support political violence.
	 By contrast, the example of the short-
lived, church-based promotion of Black 
power puts contemporary Christian na-
tionalism in a broader context. The Black 
church leaders demonstrated that there 
was a way to bring religious commitments 
to bear on political pursuits without in-
sisting on racial dominance or rejecting 
the separation of church and state.
	 As these Black Power advocates made 
clear, it was possible to be patriotic and 
also be critical of the nation’s failures to 
embody racial justice. Unlike the con-

temporary proponents of a belief in the 
United States as being founded on Chris-
tian principles and threatened by “non-
whites, non-Christians, and immigrants,” 
in their statement the 1966 Black Power 
advocates condemned the “overt violence 
of riots.” Even Malcolm X, the outspoken 
Nation of Islam activist, was suspended 
from his religious duties for implying 
that President John F. Kennedy’s actions 
had resulted in his assassination when he 
said that the chickens had come “home to 
roost.”
	 From both a pragmatic and a prin-
cipled position, the Black church leaders 
did not see violence as viable. Even when 
promoting the highly controversial idea 
of Black power to a white nation, they 
maintained a belief that democracy was 
consistent with their goals rather than 
opposed to it.

Religion To Politics In The ‘60s—CONTINUED FROM PAGE 7
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What U.S. History Can Teach Us About Debates 
On Religious Freedom And Its Political Influence
Corey D. B. Walker

Wake Forest University 

	 Supporters of both major U.S. political 
parties tend to claim their presidential 
candidate is the “real” Christian or the 
“better” Christian or just the “true” Chris-
tian.
	 For a majority of white evangelical 
protestants, Trump is the good Christian. 
Christians for Kamala, a newly created 
group of self-identified Christians who 
support the Democratic nominee, say that 
her campaign embodies the “compassion-
ate heart of Jesus and his teachings.”
	 Yet, most American adults agree that 
religion should be separate from gov-
ernment. This widely shared belief is a 
cornerstone of religious freedom. As a 
scholar of religious freedom, I have stud-
ied the complex and ever-evolving role 
of religion in American politics. I argue 
that this election year, while the Christian 
character of each candidate is discussed 
everywhere, religious freedom, one of the 
core freedoms of American democracy, is 
not.
	 The case of Ezra Stiles Ely
	 America’s history of religious freedom 
is filled with stories that are instructive for 
our current moment. One such instructive 
lesson comes from the early 19th century.
	 The Second Great Awakening was an in-
tense period of religious revival. Evangeli-
cal Christians sought to reform American 
law and politics to reflect what they con-
sidered to be true Christianity. According 
to legal scholar Geoffrey R. Stone, it was 

at this time the claim that the “United 
States is a ‘Christian nation’ first seriously 
took root.”
	 A striking figure from the period is the 
Philadelphia Presbyterian minister Ezra 
Stiles Ely. On July 4, 1827, the Yale-edu-
cated minister delivered his infamous call 
for “a Christian political party” in the run-
up to the 1828 presidential election.
	 Ely’s oration, The Duty of Christian 
Freemen to Elect Christian Rulers, is a 
19th-century version of what is today 
called “Christian nationalism.” In it, Ely 
lays out his view of a distinctly Christian 
vision of who should serve as political 
leaders and how they should govern.
	 Before an Independence Day audience 
in Philadelphia’s Seventh Presbyterian 
Church, Ely declared, “Every ruler should 
be an avowed and sincere friend of Chris-
tianity. He should know and believe the 
doctrines of our holy religion, and act in 
conformity to its precepts.” Ely also ad-
vocated for “a new sort of union, or, if you 
will, a Christian party in politics.”
	 Ely closed his sermon by exhorting 
Christians to “awake … to our sacred duty 
to our Divine Master; and let us have no 
rulers, without our consent and coopera-
tion, who are not known to be avowedly 
Christians.”
	 Critiques in defense of religious free-
dom
	 While Ely sought to wed Christianity 
and American politics, others voices re-
sponded against this move. Religious free-
dom was new for the young nation. Yet, its 
supporters recognized its importance for 

American democracy.
	 On Feb. 7, 1828, a pamphlet titled Sun-
day School Union, or Union of Church 
and State, was placed on the desk of each 
member of the Pennsylvania Senate. The 
pamphlet contained excerpts of Ely’s 
speech that advocated the union of Chris-
tianity and politics. Ely’s speech was also 
the subject of debate in several 19th-cen-
tury newspapers, including the Harrisburg 
Chronicle and The Pennsylvania Reporter.
	 Notable among these voices was Mas-
sachusetts-born and Harvard-educated 
Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story.
	 In an 1828 speech delivered in Salem, 
Massachusetts, Story boldly declared his 
support for religious freedom. He stated: 
“Religious freedom is the birthright of 
man; that governments have no author-
ity to inflict punishment for conscientious 
differences of opinion; and that to wor-
ship God according to our own belief is 
not only our privilege, but is our duty, our 
absolute duty, from which no human tri-
bunal can absolve us.”
	 “Wherever religious liberty exist,” he 

argued, “it will, first or last, bring in, and 
establish political liberty.”
	 Politics and American democracy
	 America is not the same as at the time 
of the Second Great Awakening. Yet, 
the role of Christianity in political life is 
seemingly as alive as ever.
	 The steady decline in church attendance 
has not resulted in a diminished Christian 
presence in American public life. The pub-
lic square still contains powerful appeals 
to Christianity rather than a shared demo-
cratic heritage.
	 Former president and Republican nom-
inee Donald Trump recently stated, “We 
have to bring back our religion. We have 
to bring back Christianity in this country.”
	 Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito has 
commended the religious convictions of 
citizens, stating, “People with deep reli-
gious convictions may be less likely to suc-
cumb to dominating ideologies or trends, 
and more likely to act in accordance with 
what they see as true and right. Civil so-
ciety can count on them as engines of re-
form.”
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Can Public Schools Stop Students From Praying?
Frank S. Ravitch

Michigan State University

	 Can you imagine starting each day at 
school joining your class in a prayer that 
you might not believe in? Back in the 
1950s, many teachers led the class in a 
public prayer, and these prayers were 
usually from one religion. In 1962, the 
U.S. Supreme Court ruled that school-
sponsored classroom prayer is a violation 
of the First Amendment of the U.S. Con-
stitution.
	 But that doesn’t mean students can nev-
er pray while in school. The rule against 
organized school prayer is balanced by 
another First Amendment right: the free 
exercise of religion. As a law professor 
who specializes in law and religion, I’ve 
studied how the First Amendment applies 
in a school setting.
	 Freedom of religion was important to 
the people who wrote the U.S. Constitu-
tion. That’s why the First Amendment 
contains two separate provisions dealing 
with religion: the establishment clause 
and the free exercise clause.
	 The establishment clause forbids the 
government from “establishing” a reli-
gion. That is, the government can’t set up 
a national religion, promote or favor one 
religion over another or tell you what reli-
gion you have to follow.
	 The free exercise clause says Congress 
can’t make a law that prohibits the “free 
exercise” of religion: As citizens, we have 
the right to follow the practices of the 
religion of our choice. The government, 
generally, cannot interfere with how we 

practice our religious beliefs, within rea-
son.
	 These rights sometimes conflict in a 
school setting. Recently, the Supreme 
Court decided that a football coach could 
pray in public, on a school’s football field 
– but in that case the coach prayed after 
the game was over. That case has been 
highly criticized, and the Supreme Court 
did not explain what the rules are for 
other situations.
	 Students do have the right, within lim-
its, to pray in school. But a student’s right 
to pray cannot interfere with the rights of 
other students. If you wanted to lead the 
class in prayer, or start witnessing during 
study time, or denounce the teacher as the 
devil, you couldn’t. The school has a right 
to control the classroom. So it can pro-
hibit vocal student prayer during class.
	 But if a student wants to say grace 

before meals or pray before a class or 
between classes, that is protected by the 
Constitution. That said, if a student wants 
to say a silent prayer anytime, including in 
class – before taking an exam, for instance 
– that’s their right. The Constitution 
doesn’t restrict private thought.
	 Accommodations not required
	 If a rule or law applies the same to ev-
eryone, the free exercise clause does not 
require a state or a public school to make 
exceptions to accommodate someone’s 
religious practices, according to the Su-
preme Court.
	 As a practical matter, however, public 
school students who need an exception 
will usually get one. Many states have 
interpreted their constitutions, or passed 
laws, to require schools to work with stu-
dents so they can practice their faith and 
still meet class requirements. In most 

schools, a devout Jewish student who 
needs to pray three times a day facing 
toward Jerusalem, or a Muslim student 
who prays five times a day while facing to-
ward Mecca, will be allowed to do so. They 
might get a short break during class, for 
example, or a class schedule that allows 
time outside of class for prayer.
	 Reasons for denial
	 Sometimes a state – or a public school 
– will have a “compelling interest,” that 
is, a really strong reason, for telling people 
they can’t follow their religious beliefs. 
For example, the state’s interest in making 
sure a seriously ill child receives medical 
care is a strong enough reason to deny the 
free exercise rights of parents who believe 
seeking medical attention is against God’s 
will, even if it means their child dies.
	 Even when there is a really good reason 
for a law or rule, the state – or the school 
– must show there isn’t some other way of 
getting the same result that doesn’t have 
as big an impact on a religious practice. 
For example, if the parents object to only 
one form of medical treatment based on 
religion, but there is another treatment 
that could help their child equally well, 
the state could not interfere.
	 One final note: The First Amendment 
of the Constitution applies to actions by 
the government. Because public schools 
are funded by the state, their actions are 
viewed as state actions. Private schools 
do not usually receive state funding, so 
the protections of the First Amendment 
do not apply. This is why, for example, a 
Catholic school can require all students to 
attend Mass.
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As The World Watched, Olympic Athletes 
Challenges France’s Hijab Ban
Dilshad D. Ali 

Interfaith America Magazine

	 There has been no end to the incredible 
stories of this year’s Paris 2024 Olympics. 
Türkiye’s Yusuf Dikec stole the show with 
his low-tech, casual shooting style, winning 
a silver medal in the 10m air pistol mixed 
team event with partner Sevval Ilayda Tar-
han.  
	 Gymnast Simone Biles and her “redemp-
tion tour” dominated the games’ week one 
(and two). Egypt’s Nada Hafez made it 
to the round of 16 in women’s individual 
saber fencing competition while seven 
months pregnant. USA Today made the 
case that middle and long-distance runner 
Sifan Hassan of the Netherlands (who orig-
inally hails from Ethiopia)’s Olympic feat 
was the greatest in the history of the sum-
mer games, medaling in the 5K, the 10K, 
and eking through in the final minutes of 
the grueling marathon on the last day of 
the games to take the gold – all three races 
run within 142 hours of each other.  
	 One of my favorite images from the last 
few Olympics has been the juxtaposition 
of the Egyptian women’s beach volleyball 
athletes playing opposite whatever country 
they come against, wearing hijabs, leg-
gings, and long-sleeve T-shirts while op-
ponents often wear bikinis. Given France’s 
ban on hijabs and the wearing of religious 
symbols and clothing in the public sector, 
it felt incredibly satisfying this year watch-
ing Egyptians Marwa Abdelhady and Doaa 
Elghobashy compete in all-black against 
Spain on August 1. 
	 “I want to play in my hijab; she wants to 
play in a bikini,” Elghobashy said in this 
article. “Everything is OK if you want to be 
naked or wear a hijab. Just respect all dif-
ferent cultures and religions.” 
	 But for France, the last few decades have 
seen the country’s ongoing targeting of re-
ligious visibility, especially when it comes 
to Muslims and Muslim women and how 
they dress, all in the name of laïcité, or the 
constitutional principle of secularism. And 
as the Paris 2024 Summer Olympics placed 
the country squarely in the world’s spot-
light, the hijab ban enforced upon the host 
nation’s Olympics team just wasn’t a good 
look on the international stage. 
	 Problems began even before the Open-
ing Ceremonies when it was reported that 
French Olympic sprinter Sounkamba Sylla 
wouldn’t be permitted to participate be-
cause of her hijab.  
	 The 26-year-old member of France’s 
400-meter women’s and mixed relay teams 
wrote on Instagram before the start of the 
games, “You are selected for the Olympics, 
organized in your country, but you can’t 
participate in the opening ceremony be-
cause you wear a headscarf.” 
	 A compromise was reached after con-
sultation with the French Athletics Fed-
eration, the French Ministry of Sports, the 
Paris Olympics organizers, and the French 
luxury brand Berluti (which made the uni-
forms for the French team). So, what was 
Sylla allowed to wear instead of the offen-
sive hijab? A cap. 
	 Which begs the question: Why was a 
cap OK and not a hijab? Why do the optics 
of certain types of headwear and clothing 
matter? And also, why does the intent be-
hind wanting to dress modestly matter so 
much in France?  
	 French basketballer Diaba Konate, who 
helped take the University of California, 
Irvine, to the NCAA tournament this year 

for the first time since 1995, sat on the 
sidelines because she couldn’t play for 
the French national women’s team in her 
hijab. Meanwhile, the German gymnas-
tics team debuted full-body suits for their 
athletes competing in the Olympics, say-
ing modest options should be available to 
athletes.  
	 In 2024, why is this even an issue? 
Why are visual representations of faith 
an anathema to France’s fierce love of 
secularism? When hosting the biggest 
international sports competition, should 
an athlete’s choice of a certain kind of uni-
form, whether stemming from a personal 
preference for bodily modesty or wanting 
bodily modesty rooted in religious convic-
tions, matter when hosting the biggest 
international sports competition?  
	 I spoke with Rim-Sarah Alouane, a re-
searcher in comparative law with the Uni-
versity of Toulouse who has studied and 
written numerous analytical pieces on the 
history of France’s hijab, niqab, burkini, 
and abaya bans.  
	 She said several issues are at play. “You 
have the anti-Muslim racism and hijab 
shenanigans going on in France, but on 
top of that, we have to address misogyny 
and women’s rights. Muslim women are 
like guinea pigs – [France] tests the re-
strictions out on them. 
	 “[And then there is] selective feminism, 
which is extremely harmful to women 
of all minority backgrounds, not just 
Muslims. I find it quite triggering and 
ironic how women will say we need to free 
women from patriarchy and wearing the 
headscarf, and at the same time [they] 
impose patriarchy by saying you have to 
dress a certain way,” Alouane said. “At the 
end of the day, it’s about women’s rights, 
women’s agency. … So, it’s not about la-
ïcité. If you can accommodate a Muslim 
female athlete in the opening ceremonies 
with a cap, then it’s not about laïcité. It’s 
about political will.” 
	 France is unusual in Western democra-
cies in its ongoing efforts to define and 
control cultural expression, Alouane said.  
	 In an article she wrote last year detail-
ing the history of the country’s banning of 
religious dress and expression in the pub-
lic sector, she said, “A national argument 
over how Muslim women [in France] 
should look had raged since the beginning 
of the 1990s when several female Muslim 
students were expelled from state schools 
for wearing a hijab because the coverings 
were incompatible with the principle of 
laïcité, … [which] is central to the French 
identity.”
	 France’s history of suppressing religious 
freedom (which disproportionately affects 
Muslim women) goes back to its history 
of deep animosity and suspicion towards 
the country’s relationships with the Ro-
man Catholic Church, Alouane explained 
to me in a previous interview I did with 
her a few years back. In understanding 
this push-pull history between religion 
and a secular state, one can gain a greater 
understanding of why hijab ban amend-
ments and laws, as well as a rise in Is-
lamophobia, has been a constant issue in 
France, especially in the past two decades. 
	 Beginning with the hijab in 2004, the 
French government has banned (in vari-
ous sectors of public life) the niqab (2008, 
2010), burkini (2016), hijab in sports 
competitions (2022), and abaya (2023). 
In the lead-up to the 2024 Paris Games, 
I (along with so many others) wondered 

how they would address their hijab ban 
when athletes from around the world ar-
rived for two weeks of Olympic competi-
tion. In France, it is up to the individual 
sports federations to decide on hijab 
(and religious clothing) bans, Alouane 
explained.  
	 For example, she said, the French 
Football and Basketball Federations 
have such bans, while the French Hand-
ball Federation does not.  
	 France couldn’t impose hijab, and oth-
er religious or modest dress bans upon 
international athletes. But for French 
Olympic athletes wishing to wear hijab 
(or other religious symbols as part of 
their athletic uniform)? No such luck. 
	 “It shows how France is still going af-
ter the visibility of Islam when, for most 
[other] countries, it’s a non-issue,” said 
Alouane. “Australia has hijabi Olympic 
athletes; the U.S. has had them in the 
past. There is clearly a double standard. 
And at a time when the games are sup-
posed to celebrate gender parity, it just 
doesn’t sit well.” 
	 I gained more knowledge about hi-
jab bans in France and around the 
world during my nearly six years as 
the director of content and blog edi-
tor at Haute Hijab, where the company 
launched a #CantBanUs campaign in 
September 2020 in 
conjunction with 
the release of its 
first-ever sport line 
of hijabs. “Part of 
our company ethos 
i s  e m p o w e r i n g 
Muslim women,” 
said Haute Hijab 
marketing man-
ager Noor Sulei-
man, “and so one 
of the things we 
r e s e a r c h e d  a n d 
l e a r n e d  a b o u t 
was hijab bans in 
sports.” 
	 Over the next 
four  years ,  the 
Haute Hijab team 
worked with sev-
eral sport’s governing bodies to educate 
them about the functionality of sports 
hijabs, helping to change the rules around 
religious headwear for a few high school 
sports nationwide. In covering these sto-
ries and reporting on hijab bans and the 
problems around forced hijab-wearing, I 
wondered how France would reconcile its 
hijab ban with international athletes who 
chose to wear hijab at the 2024 Olympic 
Games. 
	 The “how” was answered months be-
fore the start of the games, with one set of 
standards for French athletes and another 
set for all other Olympic athletes. “How 
is imposing non-religion on someone any 
different than imposing religion? The same 
thing they hate and claim to combat (out-
ward expressions of religion in the public 
square) is literally what they’re doing by 
banning visible Muslimness,” said Sulei-
man. 
	 With the Olympic games at a close, this 
story will die down, and France will emerge 
from the games relatively unscathed, with 
its bans untouched. But I remember a 
Open Letter written to the French Basket-
ball Federation on March 8, 2024, Inter-
national Women’s Day. It was signed by 
more than 80 athletes and allies, including 

American Olympic fencing medalist Ibtihaj 
Muhammad and WNBA’s Breanna Stew-
art. It urged France to overturn its hijab 
ban and uphold international human rights 
standards and laws. 
	 “I love basketball, my family, and my 
faith,” French basketball player Konte said 
in the letter. “It would break my heart to 
give up any of these, and yet that is what 
the current French Federation of Bas-
ketball guidelines are forcing me to do.” 
Konte’s hand was forced to choose, and she 
missed out on the Olympics in her home 
country. That is a travesty to the motto of 
the Olympic games: “Faster, Higher, Stron-
ger – Together.” 
	 But perhaps, in what felt like a bit of 
temporary redemption, the most lasting 
image from these games, one that feels es-
pecially apropos given France’s bans on hi-
jab and religious clothing in the public sec-
tor, will be of Hassan, who received the last 
Olympic gold medal on the last day of the 
games. She chose to wear a maroon hijab 
with her bright orange tracksuit, creating a 
striking image and statement in France. 
	 It was nice to see Hassan receive her 
medal with grace and respect, beaming 
with a beautiful smile—that was the optics 
of poetic justice at its finest.

SIFAN HASSAN

Doaa Elghobashy 
Marwa Abdelhady
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We Are All

God’s Children



J A N E T
CO W E L L

for MAYOR

Thank you, Pastors
For your selfless service to God, your congregations, 
and our communities. It’s an honor and privilege for 
me that you’ve opened your doors and welcomed me 
with care and hospitality. 

As the daughter of a Methodist minister, I have lived 
the life of service your families share. Our city is 
made stronger through your contributions and 
support. Your sacrifices and dedication motivate me 
to be a servant leader for Raleigh. I hope to partner 
with you and your churches as Mayor and foster 
strong community ties through shared faith. 

Psalm 25:4
Make me know Your ways, O LORD; 
Teach me Your paths

Paid for by Janet Cowell for Mayor


