I am a Recovering Racist
Hello.  My name is Jim.  I am a racist.
I am sure you have heard those words in some form about other social diseases – generally from alcoholics or drug addicts.  Those words, in various forms, are the opening introduction people make of themselves who have decided to try to stop drinking or try to stop using narcotics.  To my knowledge there is no such group known as “Racist Anonymous” that parallels Alcoholics and Narcotics Anonymous.

Tomorrow is a national holiday honoring Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., not only the world’s most famous civil rights advocate and leader and Noble Peace Prize winner, but also a Christian preacher whose sermons can move even the hardest of hearts because they are so passionate and so biblically grounded.  
Today, I am not going to “preach” in the usual understanding of that word.  Rather, I want to share with you my personal journey in the area of racial equality.  I believe I have been able to make that journey because deep down my church preached justice and helped me hear a call to “let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.”

The psalmist wrote “I have told the glad news of deliverance in the great congregation; see, I have not restrained my lips, as you know, O Lord. (Ps 40:9)  This morning’s sermon is a little different than my usual style, yet it is authentically me and my own story of deliverance.  In sharing my journey I hope you will pause to think of your own faith journey in the unfolding struggle for all people to be free, to receive justice and, in my case, to enjoy the rights and privileges I take for granted as a white male in society.
It took me many years to be able to say that I am a racist, or I am a recovering racist because I have always thought of a racist person as one who dislikes people of other races and who treats other races unfairly.  They are “anti-(whatever race).  That is not me!  So, how can I be a racist?

So I began to watch and try to understand how I could possibly be a racist at this point in my life.  I know, from growing up in the South, that there was a period of my life when “red neck” and “racist” were both words that could be said about me in the way I understood the social structure in which I lived.  But surely not now. I can name numbers of people of different races that I know well and consider close friends. I advocate for affirmative action.  I don’t think I treat people differently because of race.

Why is it, then, that every time I hear the word “racist” I have this uneasy feeling it still applies to me – even when I have made such conscious efforts not to be racist.

I took a deep gulp and started asking my friends of other races why the word “racist” stuck to me when I tried so hard not be a racist.  Their first response was to assure me I was not racist in the sense of being “anti-(whatever race).  In fact, they went so far as to say they trusted me when it came to matters of race.  Most of all they helped me understand the difference between personally being a racist and institutional racism.

Here, then, is why I believe I am a “recovering racist.”  I take being a white male with all the privilege that automatically comes to me because of race and sex – for granted, as my right.  I understand that I can go almost anywhere without fear of rejection because I am white.  I realize that I have power as a white – power that is there solely because I am white.  I never have to wonder if I am being watched extra carefully in a department store if I pick up an item.  I know that the power structure of my community – church, town, state, nation – is white.  I am white.  I automatically have power.

I grew up in a segregated South.  In fact, one side of my family had owned slaves.  My great-grandfather Bell was a slave owner and one of my cousins still has a bill of sale when my great-grandfather sold a ten-year old little girl.  The other side of my family had always been staunch opponents of slavery.  My grandfather Hedrick used to tell me that at one time to be a red-neck did not carry the connotations it came to carry later.  Rather being a red-neck meant that you did not own slaves; thus the back of your neck was red from hoeing your own cotton and working your own tobacco fields.

My hometown had two white elementary schools and a white high school.  The “colored” community, [colored or Negro being the way we referred to the black community] had one school of combined elementary and high school.  It was years into my adulthood that I became aware that the colored school children did not have new books as I did.  Rather they received the used books whites had previously used when they were new.
We passed each other on the sidewalks every day going to school and often shoving matches ensued.  Name calling was routine.

In high school I worked in the local department store.  The store had water fountains for whites and colored, separate bathroom facilities, and colored people were not allowed to try on clothing they were thinking of purchasing.  The local bus station had segregated waiting rooms.  Restaurants only served black people carry outs from the back doors.
And of course, Sunday morning was the most segregated time of all as there was no integrated worship life.

At that stage in my life I believed segregation was the way both coloreds and whites wanted it to be.  I was also convinced that the shanty-down living of black people was due to the fact that they had no ambition and were satisfied to live that way.  Later I came to understand that poverty, segregation and discrimination had much to do with the way people lived and that I was wrong to think anyone wanted to live that way.

I lived a few blocks from my school so I went home to eat lunch many days.  One day in 1954 there was an interruption of the regular news on the radio with an announcement that the Supreme Court had just declared segregation in public schools unconstitutional in the famous Brown versus the Topeka, Kansas Board of Education.  My reaction was to go into my bedroom and get my pocket knife and carry it back to school.  I had immediately decided “those people” were not coming to my school.  For weeks afterward the shoving and fighting worsened as blacks and whites passed each other going to our respective schools.
Four years later when I graduated from high school I needed a job to help finance college.  The only job listed in the local paper was for an orderly at the hospital.  My grandfather encouraged me to apply for the job even though the other orderlies were all “colored.”  He explained that honest work was honest work.

As an aside - I learned years later that my grandfather had been a person in that town who had the trust of the colored community.  I recall times when I was at his house when black men would come to his back door and I would be sent home.  And sometimes he would go to a barber shop owned by two black brothers to get a haircut.  I would go with him and sit and look at comic books while he got his haircut.  And there would usually be a few colored men standing around his chair engaged in a whispered conversation.  After I out of college and had moved from North Carolina I went home and visited him.  His health was beginning to fail and he and I sat on the front porch and talked.  I asked him about those men and those trips to the barber shop.

My grandfather said that when those men came to the back door they were there because the Klan was after someone in the colored community and they were seeking his help.  When he went to the barber shop it was to meet with them.  He took me because he knew that he would not come under suspicion with a young grandson sitting there reading comic books while he got a haircut.

To this day I can picture his eyes and his voice.  He was very sad because he said he had been a coward and was willing to help only so much because he feared for the safety of his own family.  And then he said, “Jimmy, don’t get to be my age and regret that you were a coward for not doing the right thing.”
Back to the job at the hospital:  I went twice and applied for the job because they would not hire me because I was white and they were very clear that this was colored peoples’ work – although expressed much more crassly using the “n” word.

The third time I went back I was hired.

Hospitals in the small towns of the south had “colored orderlies” who usually worked 12-hour shifts and worked as needed when summoned by the nurses.  I worked four nights a week from 7:00 pm to 7:00 am and could sleep on a sofa in the orderlies’ room when not being called.

In no time at all I saw first-hand how evil segregation was.  I quickly understood that “separate but equal” was a massive lie.

The first time the hospital laundered my uniform they called me at home to ask me if I would rather have my uniform laundered with the white nurses rather than the colored orderlies.  I said, “No, launder the uniform with the other orderlies.”  The switchboard operator would page me as “Mr. Bell” (even though I was only out of high school) but paged the other orderlies, both grown men, by their first names.  It caused a great deal of tension.  I went to the switch board operator and asked to either page me by my first name or to page the other orderlies as Mr.  Of course, the operator was not about to page a black person by “Mister” so she began paging me by my first name.
The orderlies ate lunch about 2:00 am.  The cafeteria was segregated and had a large wall dividing the two eating areas.  There was a large cut-out in the wall where condiments were sitting – catsup, mustard, etc.  I sat next to the hole on my side and the other orderly sat next to the hole on his side and we talked.  One night I asked the nursing supervisor if the two of us could eat together since there was no one else eating at that time.  I was told that I could eat on the colored side by he could not eat on the white side.  So, from that time on I ate my meals in the colored cafeteria.

Every evening from 7 to 9 only one orderly was on.  When you came on duty you went to each floor nursing station to let the head nurse know you were there.  One wing of the third floor was the “colored section.”  One evening when I went there the head nurse, Mrs. Darr told me to have Irvin, the other orderly come there as soon as he arrived because a patient needed to be catheterized because of urinary retention.  I went to the supply room to get the kit to go and do the procedure when Mrs. Darr came running after me.  “Oh, no,” she said, “you can’t do that.  I would get fired if I let a white boy catheterize a colored man.”

I had been in the ward where the man was and he was in severe pain.  In later years in my own life when I suffered the same thing I came to realize just how excruciating his pain was.  I tried to convince her I could do the procedure but she was adamant because I was white.  It turned out that the man’s doctor was the same as our family doctor and I said to Mrs. Darr that I was sure Dr. Covington would agree for me to do this.  Finally, because the pain was so severe, she agreed to call Dr. Covington.  I can still see that event – a black registered nurse, with her hand shaking, dialing the phone to ask a doctor’s permission for a just-out-of-high school orderly to do a procedure.  
Dr. Covington asked to speak to me and asked me if I “minded” doing the procedure.  When I said, “No, I don’t mind,” he gave his permission to the nurse.

In 1984, on the 30th anniversary of the Brown versus the Topeka Board of Education, there was a national symposium held at Washburn University in Topeka, Kansas.  By that time I had become a fairly active civil rights supporter although I was still not one to go to demonstrations.  But I received a phone call from the Brown Foundation asking if I would be a keynote speaker at this national symposium and share my own journey from segregationist to integrationist.

I spoke at the symposium and I shared much of what I have just shared with you.  Sitting in front of me, just a few feet away, was an African-American woman my age named Linda Brown Buckner – Brown in the Supreme Court decision.  It was one of the most humbling experiences of my life to stand before a person who had been the center of such controversy in order to be able to attend an integrated school.

I ended by speech by speaking directly to Linda.  “I don’t know how the Supreme Court decision affected your life,” I said.  “I can only say to you, that despite my initial racist reactions, that decision has greatly enriched my own life.  Thank you and your family for what you sacrificed for the welfare of all of us.”

To lose any perceived privilege or power is difficult.  I have to struggle to realize that I have not really “lost” just because someone else has achieved.  The racist in me is very comfortable being in the power position.  The recovering part of me realizes I have to be very intentional to work for a day when power is shared equally and other people can enjoy the privileges I enjoy solely because I am white.  I don’t know if a day will ever come when I am comfortable with such a change.  I honestly do want that day to come.  The racist in me struggles with the person I want to become.  I am a “recovering racist.”  I pray for the day when I can say “I am not a racist.”

Jim Bell
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