
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

  
Title of dissertation: BAPTIZED BY FIRE:  COLLECTED MEMORIES 

OF LITTLE ZION BAPTIST CHURCH 

Shelly Ann O’Foran, Doctor of Philosophy, 2003 
 

Dissertation directed by: Professor Barry Lee Pearson 
Department of English 

 

This dissertation explores oral narratives collected at Little Zion Baptist 

Church after the small, rural African American church’s destruction by probable 

arson in 1996, and its subsequent rebuilding.  As a construction volunteer, I realized 

the church could not be contained by its building.  Rather, Little Zion lives in its 

people’s inherited traditions, which they practice and teach to their children today to 

ensure the church’s continued vitality tomorrow.  I conceived of this folklore studies 

project to trace the outlines of a structure that exists beyond the building, built solid 

of another kind of material – vulnerable perhaps to the passage of time and process of 

forgetting, but not to fire.   

This dissertation also examines Little Zion’s place in a pattern of African 

American church burnings in the late 1990s, and documents efforts to make sense of 

the violence.  But the focus moves immediately inward, constructing a history of 

more than a century of activity at Little Zion told primarily through the voices of 

church members.  As a white outsider, I examine my own biases and subordinate my 



opinions to those of church members throughout the project.  Finally, this dissertation 

joins a debate among folklife scholars about the politics of collection and uses a self-

reflexive method of presentation that allows an outsider such as me to move toward 

an insider’s view of the Little Zion culture. 

Chapter II considers memories of the church’s role in Greene County, 

Alabama, from the Depression, through the Civil Rights Movement, to a largely 

segregated present.  Chapter IV looks at church practices and events such as services, 

weddings and funerals.  Chapter V documents personal religious beliefs and 

experiences, from conversion to baptism to the call to preach.  Chapters III and VI 

present uninterrupted narratives by two church members, attempting to remove as 

much as possible the filter of my perspective.           

  The Little Zion community generously embraced this project, and I conducted 

fieldwork from 1996-2003 to record the approximately 75 hours of interviews and 

church events that shape this dissertation.  
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PREFACE  
  
 On the evening of January 11, 1996, a small, rural African American church 

near Boligee, Alabama, caught fire, probably the work of arsonists.  The burning of 

Little Zion Baptist Church was not discovered immediately, as the building stood far 

back from the road on a gravel path through the trees.  When the fire department 

arrived the damage had already been done.  Unfortunately, the thoroughness of the 

burning probably destroyed any evidence that might have helped the Federal Bureau 

of Investigation (FBI) and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) 

determine who or what was responsible.  The case remains unsolved as of this 

writing. 

 The burning of Little Zion, while tragic for its 70 or so members at the time, 

was part of a larger and even more disturbing pattern of African American church 

burnings that received media attention during 1996.  In remote western Alabama, that 

pattern was already evident on January 11.  Members of the Little Zion congregation 

shared the loss of their church with members of Mount Zoar Baptist Church, a 

neighboring African American church also destroyed by fire that night.  The grief was 

shared, too, by members of nearby Mount Zion Baptist Church, who had lost their 

church by fire a few weeks earlier on December 22, 1995.  By mid-summer a fourth 

African American church, about thirty miles away in Greensboro, also would be 

destroyed. 

 Rev. W.D. Lewis, the 92-year-old pastor1 of Little Zion, stood among the 

ashes of his former church and said, “The one that did it, if he were to come here, I 

would forgive him” (retold in personal interview 9/5/98).2  But of course he did not 

ii 
 



come.  Nor was he brought in by local or federal authorities.  So the tedious work of 

rebuilding began, as well as the difficult process of making sense of the violence. 

 In the winter of 1996, I learned about the church burnings from an 

announcement made at the close of Sunday worship at the Adelphi, Maryland, 

Society of Friends Meeting.  Washington Quaker Workcamps, a local relief 

organization, sought volunteers for the rebuilding effort.  My husband, four-year-old 

daughter and I joined Quakers and people of many other faiths from across the 

country, and even as far away as Tanzania, in the reconstruction of Little Zion that 

summer. 

 The group of volunteers, which included predominantly white, suburban 

young people with resources to pay transportation and living costs for workcamp 

stints of one week to one month,3 joined the predominantly African American, rural, 

older community of church members and contractors in the rebuilding effort.  Though 

mostly inexperienced in construction, the volunteers provided free, enthusiastic labor 

and, according to the general contractor, helped to shave significant time and money 

from the project. 

 My family participated in the effort from June 22 to July 6, 1996, hanging 

drywall in the new church.  While measuring and cutting sheetrock, I came to 

understand that the church could not be contained by the structure of the building that 

had burned down.  As I watched the transformation of the space from a construction 

site, where workers crushed their empty paper water cups beneath muddy boots, to a 

sacred place for Sunday shoes, I realized that Little Zion lived in its people’s 

memories and inherited traditions, which they practice and teach to their children 
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today to ensure the church’s continued vitality tomorrow.  I conceived the collection 

of this narrative as a way of tracing the outlines of a structure that exists beyond the 

physically tangible building, built solid of another kind of material – vulnerable 

perhaps to the passage of time and the process of forgetting, but certainly not to fire. 

 According to oral accounts, Little Zion began sometime in the mid 1800s, 

during slavery or just after emancipation.  Mr. Dick Smaw,4 the white landowner, 

donated a small piece of land, and the members of the new church built a brush arbor 

to shield them from weather during worship.  Eventually, that structure was replaced 

by a log cabin and later by a frame church.  In 1970 the frame church was torn down, 

the lumber used to build a nearby home for one of the church members, and a brick 

church was built.  That was the building destroyed by fire in early 1996 and rebuilt 

later that year.  On the holiday of Martin Luther King’s birthday, one year after the 

burning, the new church was dedicated and became the fifth structure to stand on this 

spot as Little Zion Baptist Church.   

 After returning home from the rebuilding effort, I approached Rev. Lewis and 

other church members with a proposal to collect their memories of Little Zion, to tell 

its story as fully as possible in the voices of its members, in an attempt to highlight 

the life of the church beyond the boundaries of its physical structure.  The church 

generously embraced the project, and what follows is my attempt to communicate the 

shape of Little Zion Baptist Church as shared with me in approximately 75 hours of 

taped conversations and church events in which I was privileged to participate from 

1996-2003.     
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Endnotes 

1 Rev. W.D. Lewis served as Little Zion’s pastor from 1950 until his 

retirement in 1999 at the age of 96.  Rev. Oscar Williams then led the church 

until mid-2000, when his failing health forced him to step aside.  Rev. Michael 

A. Barton has served as Little Zion’s pastor from July, 2000, until this writing.  

2 Unless noted otherwise, quotes by church members used throughout 

this dissertation are drawn from personal interviews included in the Works 

Cited list.  I will include a parenthetical citation only when necessary to 

distinguish between multiple interviews of the same person.   

3 My own family, of Irish American descent, living in College Park, 

Maryland, and enjoying middle-income paychecks, was unique among the 

rebuilding volunteers only in that we were at least a decade older than most 

and had begun raising children. 

4 On his birth certificate and the deed for Little Zion, Mr. Smaw’s name 

appears as written here.  Most church members recalled his name, however, as 

Mr. Dick Small. 
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Chapter I:  Introduction  
 

 Study to show thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth 
not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.   
(2 Timothy 2:15) 

 
  

Figure 1:  Deacon Ed Henry 
Carter shares his memories of 
Little Zion Baptist Church d
an October, 1996, intervie

uring 
w.  

The church that I belong to 
name Little Zion Baptist Church.  
My grandmother told me about the 
founding of it; nobody else knows 
the record of that early church.  She 
couldn’t remember what year it was 
when Little Zion Baptist Church 
originated, but it was under slavery.  
They felt like prayer had delivered 
them from under slavery.  She 
would tell me they couldn’t afford 
to pray around the slave masters, 
because they didn’t believe too 
much in that.  But they [Deacon 
Carter’s ancestors] had a lot of 
feeling of belief in Jesus Christ, and 

the white folks didn’t bother with them long as they stayed together.   
 So they went out and got them limbs off the trees, and sawed up 
some poles and made a arbor, brush arbor.  Stood some sticks up, and 
put more sticks on top of it, break small limbs and put on top of that 
until they had a big arbor, covered over with brushes.  This arbor 
located on the old Small place.  The old man called Dick Small owned 
the land, give it to them for to have their church service.  
 They went up 
under there and my 
grandma say they 
would rock back and 
forth, groan and moan 
and rock.  They had the 
zeal, but they didn’t 
know what should be 
done.  This man named 
Steve Burnett 
worshipped there, and 
he would pray, and they 
had a lot of emotion 
with them, and they 
would get happy and shout.   

Figure 2:  Little Zion after its 1996 
rebuilding. 
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 They stayed under that brush arbor a long while, until they got 
where they could hew them out some logs.  They build them a log cabin 
to go in and have service.  So they have service in there and they come 
more to life, and they prospered more.  So they go to work and they 
build them a frame structure.  When they build that frame structure, 
then I had about come forward.  I was born then. 
 I don’t know what year the frame structure was built, but it was 
old when I was born in 1916.  That was the third time it was built. 

In 1970, we build a brick church.  1996 we build another brick 
church after the burning, and that’s what’s up there now.  That church 
was built five times in the same spot. There’s no telling how long that 
place has been worshipped at, though, before they got a record of it.  
The deed was recorded in nineteen twenty-something, but nobody 
really knows how old the church is.   (Deacon Ed Carter)1

 
Take the Boligee, Alabama, exit off of Interstate 59 onto Route 20, and you 

will pass:  The BP gas station, where you can grab some southern fried chicken, 

beans and greens at the lunch counter; Paramount High School, attended by an almost 

all-Black population; fields of cotton, farmed for centuries by slaves and until the mid 

1900s by sharecroppers; and catfish ponds, where many of Greene County’s farmers 

are placing their economic hopes for the future.  If you watch closely after a few 

miles and turns, you will see a small sign for Little Zion Baptist Church and a paved 

road to the left and up a hill.  There you will find the beautiful brick church with 

stained glass windows, rebuilt in 1996 after its destruction by fire earlier that year. 

If you arrive at Little Zion outside of scheduled services and special 

programs, chances are you will make the journey from the highway alone, passed 

only by one or two other cars.  The occupants of those cars probably will wave to 

you, and you will be expected to wave back.  In that moment you will suspect you 

have been noticed as an outsider to this region. 
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Linda Janet Holmes described her experience collecting oral narrative in 

Greene County in Listen To Me Good:  The Life Story of an Alabama Midwife, 

published in 1996: 

Everyone in Eutaw2 can take advantage of the town 
square’s set of hanging traffic lights to stare into passing cars.  
Experienced watchers don’t need to look at license plates to 
identify newcomers.  Relatives expecting guests get word from 
such watchers long before their visitors arrive. 

Several middle-aged to elderly black men greet one’s 
entrance with solemn nods from their positions on milk crates 
outside the A & P.  (I always need to get out at the A & P to use 
the pay phone to call Mrs. Smith for directions.  I wonder if 
these men see my arrivals as the next episode of a soap opera, 
even though months go by between them.)  (Smith and  
Holmes 10) 

 
When my family arrived as volunteers in Greene County for the 1996 church 

rebuilding project, we joined a group of outsiders to this community.  We stayed on a 

small campus run by the Federation of Southern Cooperatives, a farmers’ aid 

organization a few miles from the post office, small café and one block of businesses 

that comprise Boligee’s center.  In search of hardware supplies and groceries, 

workcampers constantly confronted the many differences between our own lifestyles 

and those of Greene County — largely differences, as noted earlier, of race, income, 

and geography (i.e. urban versus rural, southern versus northern experiences).3  Most 

notably, we discovered in Boligee what Holmes called “reminders of segregation” 

everywhere (Smith and Holmes 11).  In fact, a Christian Science Monitor article 

published during the rebuilding effort called Boligee, Alabama, “A Town With ‘Two 

of Everything,’” pointing out: 

 
. . . Greene County has a black and a white newspaper, a 

black bank and a white bank, a black public swimming pool, a 
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predominantly white public pool, an all-white private country 
club, black public schools, and a private all-white academy.  
Funeral homes and cemeteries are racially separate.  Some 
doctors’ offices still have separate waiting rooms. 

At the Boligee Café, blacks sit at the table to the right of 
the door and whites to the left. . . . 

Except for the tiny, 30-member Roman Catholic church, 
houses of worship remain racially divided.  “Eleven o’clock 
Sunday morning is the most segregated hour of the week,” says 
Booker Cooke, chief of staff of the Greene County Board of 
Commissioners.  (Press 10) 
 
Of course, these “reminders of segregation” confirmed for many workcampers 

— including me — a sense of racial tension in Boligee we’d expected based on news 

reports of the church burnings.  For two African American churches in this small 

town to catch fire mysteriously on the same night, after another had been similarly 

destroyed a few weeks earlier, strongly suggested racially motivated arson to us.  In 

fact, we came to Little Zion as part of an effort to right that perceived wrong.  We 

came as activists, outsiders admittedly attempting to change on some level the culture 

we found here. 

Though not conscious of it at the time, I also came to Little Zion as a student 

of folklife, seeing the rebuilding effort through the constructs of my chosen field of 

study.  Where some saw drywall installation, for instance, I saw the transmission of 

tradition among community members.  Unlike the activist’s stance, however, my 

scholarly perspective never purposely included the desire to change the community I 

felt privileged to witness.  Rather, I spent considerable effort attempting to change 

my own awareness, moving from the outsider perspective of the student-activist 

toward an insider point of view as a Little Zion churchgoer.  Of course, as any student 

of folklife can testify, this goal of full participation in, and understanding of, someone 
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else’s cultural experience is ultimately unattainable.  But much can be gleaned in the 

effort. 

In fact, I knew from the outset that my overall goal for this dissertation also 

would be unattainable:  To write a life story of Little Zion Baptist Church told in the 

voices of its members.  This would mean removing myself from the completed 

narrative.  But of course, even if I removed my own voice from the narrative, my 

presence as the editor who pieces a single tale from multiple sources could not be 

denied.  Even if I were to present the interviews transcribed and unedited, asking the 

reader to bridge the gap between modes of oral and written communication unaided, 

my presence would still have asserted itself in the narratives themselves, shaped and 

influenced by the questions I asked — or didn’t ask.  So, like many others working 

along the lines of race and culture, I’ve settled for a somewhat self-reflexive 

accounting, assembling a story of the church out of the many stories shared with me, 

acknowledging that the shape of the final narrative also reflects the trajectory of my 

own experience collecting in this community.    

As I began this project struggling to find ways of understanding community 

life at Little Zion, I turned to many types of informational sources.  In the wake of the 

burning, for instance, I studied extensive news accounts in an attempt to place this 

tragedy in the wider context of a rash of church burnings in the national spotlight.  

When detailing Little Zion’s early history, I looked to archival sources for clues to 

how and when the church began.  In considering individual descriptions of spiritual 

life in this church, I looked at other folklorists’ explorations of belief and religious 

experience.  But these sources — external to the experiences of those participating in 
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Little Zion’s activities — offered limited insight.  And as my familiarity with this 

church community grew, church members shared more openly and completely with 

me, and the relevance of outside sources diminished.  So throughout this dissertation 

I’ve attempted to subordinate all other material to church members’ memories of — 

and reflections on — the significance of Little Zion in their lives.   

In tracing this move toward a more personal understanding of life in this 

community, this dissertation begins with an early interest in Little Zion’s connection 

with the outside world, exploring on both a large and small scale — from the national 

attention received by the burning to the local relationship between Little Zion and its 

Greene County neighbors (Chapter II).  Later, the focus narrows to the events of 

church life, including Sunday services, weddings and funerals, elementary school 

classes and much more (Chapter IV).  In fact, Chapter IV becomes pivotal in the 

collection context, as church rituals and events seem visible to outsiders permitted to 

attend them, but layers of meaning often remain obscured to the unfamiliar observer.  

Finally, the project considers individual experiences of religious life in this church, 

which, for the most part, remain internal events, accessible to outsiders only through 

the sharing of narrative by insiders.  In Chapter V members detail spiritual journeys 

of conversion, baptism, the development of faith, occasional backsliding, and, for 

some men, the call to preach.  In fact, the call encourages preachers to move outward 

again, spreading the Word and exhorting others to live their faith in the world.  Thus, 

the dissertation moves full circle, returning from individual perspectives to an 

emphasis on community. 
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But these multi-voiced chapters, organized thematically out of my fieldwork 

interviews, cannot do justice to the oratorical power of the narrations themselves, as 

church members shared their memories of Little Zion for future generations.  I have 

attempted to honor this purpose and to restore a sense of orality to the project by 

alternating the chapters featuring academic analysis and interpretation with sections 

documenting church memories shared by a single storyteller.  For instance, Chapter 

III features the uninterrupted narrative of Sister Rosie Lee Hendricks.  Since much of 

this material is quoted elsewhere in this project, this chapter allows the reader to 

place Sister Hendricks’ comments within both the scholarly discourse and that of the 

shared recollections.  In Chapter VI, however, the narrative by Pastor Michael A. 

Barton stands alone, consisting entirely of material not quoted elsewhere.  While I 

would like the reader to be able to compare the complete narrative with my 

quotations of this material, I realize too much repetition could make the project 

unfairly tiresome.  So this narrative offers the reader a chance to hear the pastor’s 

voice somewhat unfiltered, without extensive quotation in other chapters.  Thus, the 

reader could move through the finished dissertation in many ways, reading only the 

thoughts offered by Little Zion’s members, or only the syntheses of many 

perspectives, or both.4 

Space limitations meant I could weave in only two individual memory 

narratives, chosen for their oral power as well as their ability to represent diverse 

backgrounds.  The first (Chapter III) highlights the recollections of an older woman 

who grew up at Little Zion and moved away many years ago.  Though she returns 

only occasionally, she still considers this to be the church that shaped her identity.  
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The second (Chapter VI) details the story of the young male pastor who has helped 

revitalize Little Zion since his installation in July, 2000.  

It could be argued that the only story I can honestly tell is of my own 

experience at Little Zion.  In one sense, I am sure this is true.  But such a completely 

self-reflexive approach remains self-absorbed, as if my experience in a handful of 

visits eclipses more than a century of lives lived, shaping and shaped by, the 

traditions of this community.  I prefer to keep the focus on those lives as much as 

possible, while freely admitting the limitations and possible biases of my perspective.  

Of course, detailing possible bias is like trying to get a good view of a blind spot; it 

can be managed only in glimpses around the edges. 

This introduction attempts a few of those glimpses.  As noted earlier, I 

initially came to Little Zion as an activist and folklife student.  This chapter outlines 

how those perspectives provided a context for my impressions of this community — 

and how church members’ attitudes toward that context shaped the final writing of 

this dissertation.  I finally came away from Little Zion with a sense that, though I can 

never see completely from another viewpoint, I can address my own biases in the 

same way that church members practice their religion:  Through the purposeful use of 

language.  My respect for the tremendous power of words in the preaching, testifying 

and storytelling in this community led me to understand the importance of clearly 

defining the terms I used to talk about life at Little Zion Baptist Church. 

So an insider’s perspective on the life of Little Zion Baptist Church remains to 

be written.  Meanwhile, I offer this unavoidably biased account.  Yet it should also be 

remembered that sometimes the conversation with one outside your cultural 
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landscape allows you to reflect on and appreciate anew your own environment.  

When forced to explain and consider practices and traditions we have always taken 

for granted, sometimes we deepen our awareness of their meaning.  Ultimately, the 

small group of Little Zion members has shared their memories of this church with 

potential readers beyond Green County, Alabama.  Those readers, regardless of their 

own demographic backgrounds, remain outsiders in some or many ways to this 

community.  Therefore, I serve as a link between the storytellers and audience, asking 

questions and framing concerns for those who might be interested in and moved by 

the collected memories of Little Zion Baptist Church.  

 

One Activist’s Sense of Greene County History 

I originally came to Little Zion as part of an effort to right the perceived 

wrong of racially motivated arson.  Therefore, I saw racial tension everywhere I 

looked in Greene County, Alabama.  In one courthouse visit, I saw it in the 

photographs lining the hallways with images of local Civil Rights Movement 

confrontations.  I saw it in the big dusty volumes of marriage records — until the 

1960s bearing the separate labels, “Marriage:  Colored,” “Marriage:  White.”  And I 

saw it in the attitude of the African American clerk at the information desk, who upon 

hearing about my project, hastened to reassure me that Blacks and whites in Greene 

County get along just fine, and that any agitation is done by outsiders. 

I also could not see beyond the issue of race because my very presence as a 

white visitor to Little Zion, especially given the circumstances of the burning, 

introduced it.  Certainly, the largely segregated culture of this church flourishes 
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mostly on its own, only occasionally brushing up against a nearby white culture in 

Greene County.  To frame the generations of memories of these people with their 

relationship to white outsiders fails to recognize the strong traditions of a shared 

African American heritage at Little Zion.  But of course everywhere I went I brought 

my own culture and background with me, transforming comfortable in-group 

interactions into more self-conscious conversations along the boundaries of race and 

ancestry. 

I began this project in an effort to trace Little Zion’s role in the surrounding 

community, and I came to view Greene County as a region with two pasts:  That of 

the white planters and their descendents, largely documented through the efforts of a 

local historical society,5 and that of the African Americans who almost universally 

arrived here as slaves and remained as farmers.  Their stories, for the most part, 

remain much more inaccessible, with existing writings largely unpublished and 

available only as part of research collections.   

I believed that as an outsider here I could see bits of both histories, but, of 

course, I knew I could never fully understand the nuances of either.  In fact, the very 

assertion of two pasts generalized out of the experiences of the many thousands of 

people who have lived here over many generations remains, on some level, nothing 

more than a construct created to make sense of my fieldwork experiences.  

Nevertheless, I offer the following observations as one perspective pieced from 

multiple sources, including interviews with Little Zion members, news reports, 

historical research and census data.  
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Local publications paint Greene County as a romantic ante-bellum Southern 

place of stately mansions and elegant society.  A Visitor’s Guide to Historic Greene 

County, the contemporary pamphlet distributed at the Visitor Center in Eutaw, called 

the ante-bellum years “the golden era” in Greene County’s history, for instance: 

 

The Tombigbee and Warrior Rivers became lifelines for 
small communities developing along the banks and bluffs.  
Cotton was loaded on steamboats bound for Mobile, and there 
the boats reloaded for the return trip bearing supplies, dry goods 
and the extravagances available to this flourishing agrarian 
society of merchants and plantations upriver.  This “golden era” 
spanned the years from 1840 to 1860 when a Planters’ culture 
overshadowed the pioneer farmer and herdsman era of the early 
1800’s and Greene County became widely regarded for its 
prosperous, cultured and elegant communities.  
 

Census data provides another perspective, however, noting that while Greene 

County had become a major cotton producer by 1860, with its 57,858 bales ranking 

fourth in the state (U.S. Census Bureau, “Agricultural Schedule”), the labor was 

provided by slaves.  In fact, Greene County planters averaged 21.2 slaves, second in 

the state and more than two times as many as the 10.3 average in slave states for 1860  

(U.S. Census Bureau, “Slave Schedule”).  These laborers produced not only cotton, 

but Indian corn, peas, beans and potatoes. 

Dear Master:  Letters of a Slave Family, first published in 1978, offered a 

glimpse into the lives of a few of these slaves, who lived at the Hopewell and New 

Hope plantations near Greensboro from 1840 to 1865 — around the time Little Zion’s 

faith community is believed to have begun in the neighboring county.  John Hartwell 

Cocke, a Virginia planter, established these Alabama holdings in an attempt to turn a 
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profit while preparing slaves for emancipation and colonization in Africa.6  Cocke 

outlined five rules for slaves to live by in earning their freedom:  “‘No leaving the 

plantation without a written pass;’ ‘No fighting;’ ‘No strange servants to be recd. 

Without a pass;’ ‘Nor provoking language to be used one to another;’ ‘Unconditional 

submission to the authorities I set over [you]’” (Miller 142).  Editor Randall Miller 

noted, however, that few slaves were freed under this covenant:  “Only a handful of 

Cocke’s slaves, ill-prepared for freedom he thought, ever realized the full promise of 

Hopewell” (150).  Perceived rule breakers were whipped routinely, as detailed in 

letters to his master by slave driver George Skipwith: 

 
. . . and I have whipped none without a caus the persons whome 
I have correct I will tell you thir name and thir faults. 

Suky who I put to plant som corn and after she had been 
there long anuf to hav been done I went there and she had 
hardly began it  I gave her som four or five licks over her 
clothes  I gave isham too licks over his clothes for covering up 
cotton with the plow. 

I put frank, isham, violly, Dinah, Jinny evealine and 
Charlott to Sweeping cotton going twice in a roe, and at a 
Resonable days worke they aught to hav plowed seven accers a 
piece, and they had been at it a half of a day, and they had not 
done more than one accer and a half and I gave them ten licks a 
peace upon thir skins  I gave Julyann eight or ten licks for 
misplacing her hoe.  That was all the whipping I have done 
from the time that I pitched the crop untell we comenced cutting 
oats.  (Miller 156-157) 
 

The Civil War and reconstruction economically decimated the plantation 

system, leaving newly-freed slaves struggling to make a living without land or assets 

and planters scrambling to farm their large holdings without free labor.  Within a few 

years, sharecropping gained currency throughout the Black Belt, with tenants 

cultivating crops on planters’ land in exchange for some portion of the harvest, 
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depending on the extent to which planters provided for the workers’ needs.7  In 1905 

Walter Fleming noted that the sharecropping system developed following the war 

“has lasted almost without change,” (725) a statement that remained true throughout 

the first half of the twentieth century in Little Zion’s surrounding community, 

according to church member reports. 

Fleming’s account rings with the resentment of the white planters who now 

had to pay a price to the men and women raising their crops: 

 
Emancipation destroyed the agricultural supremacy of 

the Black Belt.  The uncertain returns from the plantations 
caused an exodus of planters and their families to the cities, and 
formerly well-kept plantations were divided into one- and two-
house farms for negro tenants, who allowed everything to go to 
ruin.  The negro tenant system was much more ruinous than the 
worst of the slavery system, and none of the plantations ever 
again reached their former state of productiveness.  Ditches 
choked up, fences down, large stretches of fertile fields growing 
up in weeds and bushes, cabins tumbling in and negro quarters 
deserted, corn choked by grass and weeds, cotton not half as 
good as under slavery – these were the reports from travellers in 
the Black Belt, towards the close of Reconstruction. (733) 
 

Members of Little Zion recalled the sharecropping system as another way to 

keep Blacks economically disadvantaged while whites prospered.  Mrs. Johnnie 

Busby Jackson noted, for example, that no matter how much cotton her family 

harvested, the landowner told them they had just managed to pay off the previous 

season’s debt — with no profit to sustain them until the next season.  So the cycle of 

debt and dependency began again every year. 

By the late 1860s, Greene County Blacks suffered from systematic, organized 

terror at the hands of the Ku Klux Klan, worse than in any other Southern state — 
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except possibly North Carolina, according to White Terror, published in 1971.  Allen 

W. Trelease noted, “There were two major theaters of activity, which together 

embraced half of the state.  The first consisted of several western counties, especially 

Greene and Sumter in the Black Belt. . .” (246).   

Whites in Eutaw reportedly resorted to arson to maintain political and 

economic supremacy, burning the courthouse down “to destroy accusations brought 

against citizens for their role in the Southern rebellion” (Lancaster 27).  In fact, arson 

against Black institutions began as soon as churches and schools were incorporated 

during Reconstruction.  Trelease cited this example of white humor: 

 
. . . the paper [Tuscaloosa’s Independent Monitor] 

facetiously noted the appearance of a great comet in Tuscaloosa 
and Greene counties, the tail of which dropped down one night 
and burned three or four Negro schoolhouses.  “The antics of 
the tail of this wonderful comet have so completely demoralized 
free-n----- education in these counties; for negroes are so 
superstitious that they believe it to be a warning for them to 
stick, hereafter to ‘de shovel and de hoe,’ and let their dirty-
backed primers go.” (259) 
 

During the first half of the twentieth century, widespread peonage farms 

operated in this region, according to Pete Daniel in The Shadow of Slavery:  Peonage 

in the South 1901-1969.   Here, armed guards held indebted Blacks captive and 

worked them virtually as slaves, routinely whipping and sometimes killing them, 

Daniel asserted, even though the system had been made illegal by federal law in 

1867.  Since peonage frequently was isolated in rural areas, and was accepted by 

many whites, the author conceded that no firm estimates of its extent were available.  

He cited A.J. Hoyt, however, “who had spent years investigating . . . peonage” 
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(Daniel 22) and concluded “in 1907 that in Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi 

‘investigations will prove that 33 1/3 per cent of the planters operating from five to 

one-hundred plows, are holding their negro employees in a condition of peonage, and 

arresting and returning those that leave before alleged indebtedness is paid’” (Daniel 

22).  Daniel also asserted that “cases reported in Alabama from 1903 to 1905 show 

that peonage existed in nearly every county” (22). 

One of the last slavery convictions in the United States was reportedly made 

against the Dial family in Sumter County, Alabama — bordering Greene County to 

the west — in 1954.  According to a Washington Post reprint of newspaper accounts, 

Fred N. Dial and Oscar Edwin Dial, of Boyd, Alabama, were found guilty in 

Birmingham court of holding Coy Lee Tanksly and Hubert Thompson “in voluntary 

[sic] servitude by acts of violence”  (Cooper F6).  The Dials were each sentenced to 

eighteen months in prison, according to the Post reprint of news accounts. 

With the advent of the Civil Rights Movement, Greene County’s African 

American population mobilized — in large part through local churches like Little 

Zion — with voter registration drives to take political control of the county.  In 1970, 

Greene became the first county in Alabama to elect a majority-Black county 

commission, and since then the county’s elected offices have been filled primarily 

with Black citizens.  In 1982, The United States Civil Rights Commission attributed 

this political shift to improvements in the lives of African Americans in Greene 

County.  “Since blacks have had political power, the county government has provided 

standard housing for displaced tenant farmers, helped to establish a health clinic for 

residents, and developed plans for countywide transportation and sewage systems” 

 15



(Fifteen Years Ago 43).  The Commission noted, however, that “many of these 

services in Greene were made possible with Federal financial assistance” (43). 

In fact, whites retained the economic upper hand in the county, according to 

census data.  By 1980, the median African American family income of $7,765 

represented about 40 percent of the comparable $19,447 for white families (U.S. 

Census Bureau, Census 1980).  That gap remained almost unchanged by 1999, when 

the median Black family earned $20,340, or about 39 percent of the $51,648 brought 

home by white households (U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000). 

As of this writing, de facto segregation still seems to keep the experiences of 

African Americans and whites in this region separate, so that in many ways the 

stories of these citizens — about everything from education to employment to home 

and church life — do not blend into a sense of shared history and culture.  Rev. James 

E. Carter, recording a family history video in 1987, posed this challenge for Greene 

County’s Black and white residents:  “As time advances on, we must learn how 

important it is to be able to communicate with each other as human beings — so that 

we can live together in perfect harmony as God wants us to live.” 

 

One Folklife Perspective on Little Zion 

When I began collecting memories at Little Zion, I realized the project 

occupies a crossroads in the interests of folklife scholars.  A generation ago, 

folklorists certainly would have been attracted to this rural, African American 

community, since its demographics seem to fit an old stereotype of who were “the 

folk” in America.  As Amy Shuman and Charles L. Briggs noted succinctly in 1993, 
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“Folklorists were once content to accept the category of ‘folk’ as traditional, peasant, 

working class, rural, poor, self-trained or marginal” (123).  But today, scholars have 

come to see “the folk” as any group —  rich or poor, urban or rural, widespread or 

local —  with shared traditions.  Folklorists in the new millennium would question 

whether the concentration on Little Zion unconsciously promotes the field’s historic 

bias in assuming tradition must be found in politically, socially and/or economically 

“marginalized” communities.   

But if scholars in the last generation would have automatically accepted Little 

Zion as a community of interest, they probably would have rejected the attempt to 

represent this church through the exploration of personal narrative.  During a time 

when the field emphasized the classification of types of lore, for instance, individual 

conversations served mainly to reveal the larger patterns of religious expression, such 

as tales of conversion, of heaven and hell, even of hypocritical preachers, sinners and 

backsliders.  The interviews with community members would have been scrutinized 

— with details researched, categorized and reported – but the personal details of the 

interactions probably would have been ignored as too subjective for scholarly 

analysis.  Today, the field has largely abandoned the attempt to objectively classify 

traditions in the face of convincing arguments that all such representations remain, on 

a fundamental level, artificial constructs of the scholar’s own imagination.  Now, we 

focus on the context of the collection experience in the attempt to recognize our own 

biases and thereby minimize them. 

That interest in context has pushed folklorists to redefine their profession in 

fundamental ways, most dramatically in the significant expansion of field’s own 
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name:  Folklore has embraced folklife.  Through the mid-twentieth century, for 

instance, folklore was commonly defined as the primarily verbal traditions of rural 

communities, passed down through the generations.  Richard Dorson wrote in his 

classic text American Folklore in 1959, “The scientific folklorist seeks out, observes, 

collects, and describes the inherited traditions of the community, whatsoever forms 

they take.  In the United States, folklore has customarily meant the spoken and sung 

traditions” (2).  He also revealed the assumption of folk community as a rural one, 

asserting later: 

Nooks and byways resist the relentless forces of change 
and mobility in contemporary American life.  In place of mass 
culture, they represent folk cultures, whose roots and traditions 
contrast oddly with the standardized glitter of American urban 
industrial society.  In the folk region, people are wedded to the 
land, and the land holds memories. (75) 
 

By 1971, however, Dan Ben-Amos radically redefined the field with the 

succinct statement that “Folklore is artistic communication in small groups” 

(“Toward a Definition of Folklore in Context” 13).  This new perspective gained 

immediate acceptance, becoming what Amy Shuman and Charles Briggs would call 

“an influential slogan” more than two decades later (121).   (Though Ben-Amos 

deliberately omitted the concept of tradition from his definition, later folklorists 

would reincorporate this idea, noting, as Shuman and Briggs put it, that 

“characterizing cultural forms as ‘traditional’ constitutes a powerful means of 

imbuing them with social value and authority” (116).  Thus, traditions came to be 

seen, on one level, as social and political constructs employed “for empowering 

particular groups, rhetorics, and interests” (116).)  In defining folklore so broadly, 
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Ben-Amos and the generation of scholars that followed opened the field to forms of 

communication far beyond the “spoken and sung traditions” of rural communities.  

Folklorists now studied everything from material artifacts of culture (i.e. quilts, 

photocopied office cartoons) to urban street dance styles.  And with the explosion of 

electronic communications at the end of the millennium, scholars embraced new 

forms such as email-lore, no longer requiring artistic communication to take place in 

face-to-face settings. 

Sandra Dolby Stahl first argued for the inclusion of personal narrative in 

folklore studies in the late 1970s, noting that, “strictly speaking, personal narratives 

are not folklore, but they are a primary means by which a special kind of folklore is 

expressed.  Nonverbalized folklore — attitudes, values, prejudices, tastes — would 

be present but ‘covert’ in any kind of folk narrative”  (Literary Folkloristics 19).  As 

the assumption that narrative structure remained neatly and identifiably separate from 

its subject matter was debunked in the 1990s, Stahl’s work gained greater 

significance:  Even strictly speaking, scholars no longer distinguish between folklore 

and the means of its expression.  Thus, as Patrick Mullen noted in 1992, “The 

personal experience narrative will reveal broad cultural, aesthetic, and practical 

concerns as well as individual themes. . .” (Listening 5).  Trudier Harris commented 

in 1995, “Individual, lived experiences have become as significant in the classifying 

structure as are tales several hundred years in age” (513). 

Much of the field’s transformation from folklore to folklife, in fact, has been 

driven by African American scholars who entered the field in large numbers during 

the 1960s and began challenging biases among predominantly white collectors in 
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earlier parts of the twentieth century.   Adrienne Lanier Seward asserted in a 1983 

essay, “The Legacy of Early Afro-American Folklore Scholarship,” that early 

folklorists showed a strong interest in only the “lore” of African Americans because 

they did not recognize the richness of African American culture.  She argued these 

collectors saw African Americans as bearers of artifacts, not as people participating 

in a rich and diverse culture.  She called for African American folklore to lead a 

reassessment in the discipline, moving away from a lore-centered definition of 

folklore, toward one that embraces all aspects of folklife.  In a 1993 article in New 

York Folklore, John Roberts accused the discipline of defining African American 

culture as a “folk” culture based on patronizing stereotypes of African Americans as 

backwards peasants.  He urged scholars to show African American traditions in other 

settings, collecting in urban settings and among “elite” populations.  

This project, set in rural Alabama among a population that outsiders might 

describe as “marginalized” in many ways, risks stereotyping the Little Zion 

community as therefore essentially a “folk” culture, filled with a timeless, “natural” 

wisdom that has somehow survived the relentless press of change in the dominant, 

techno-savvy culture.  As Roger Abrahams pointed out in “After New Perspectives:” 

 
Our practices have reflected the analytic habits derived 

from folkloristic and anthropological isolationism, and from the 
kind of politically correct paradigms which regard African 
American or Mexican American or Native American or 
women’s or children’s discourse as operating separately from 
“the mainstream,” whatever that may mean (Bauman and 
Abrahams)8. . . . (388-389) 
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This isolated cultural zone, according to Abrahams, often is portrayed without 

specifics of time and place, “maintaining the impression that folklore connects us 

with some kind of timeless past.  Groups of children, Indians, African Americans, and 

Mexican Americans thus are given this aura of timelessness, fostering the impression 

that somehow the tradition-bearers of these groups have maintained some of life’s 

deeper truths” (389). 

This project makes no such claims on behalf of the people who shared their 

memories of Little Zion Baptist Church.  If the reader finds wisdom in places, let it be 

attributed to the personal experiences and reflections of these individual people, 

living near Boligee, Alabama, at the turn of the millennium.  Let it not be generalized 

into “folk” wisdom or products of “the Black experience.”  For as John Roberts so 

eloquently argued in “African American Diversity and the Study of Folklore,” “The 

experiences of African Americans have always been diverse, and the ways in which 

they have represented these experiences in creative cultural traditions have always 

reflected this diversity.  The simple truth is that our analytical tools have not been 

capable of capturing the complex nature of African American creative traditions” 

(169).  He asserted a prize in the endless contest for cultural representation is 

“identity conceived as a fluid and ever-changing sense of who we are in relation to 

others” (169).  This project attempts to capture a few moments in the identity of Little 

Zion Baptist Church, through stories shared with an outsider by many members of 

this church family, just after a tragedy that made the place famous, and during a 

rebuilding effort that allowed it to settle back out of national view again. 
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Baptized by Fire takes a singular look at a community, moving progressively 

inward to explore church practices as the performance of tradition in an individual 

context.  The occasion for this work, the burning of the church, provides an analogy 

for how the memories collected in the narratives that follow will be treated.  As will 

be considered in some detail in Chapter II, Little Zion burned during a national crisis 

of suspicious fires at predominantly Black churches.  In 1996 alone, the National 

Church Arson Task Force reported investigations underway at 87 African American 

houses of worship (Fourth Report, Chart T).  When I read those statistics, I felt 

moved to explore their meaning:  Eighty-seven communities that year suffered the 

loss of, or significant damage to, their church home, and U.S. government officials 

suspected arson or bombings motivated by racial hatred.  I collected these memories 

as a way of looking at the importance of one of those churches to its culture. 

It would be tempting to generalize from these narratives, to reason that Little 

Zion represents the many churches burned in America during this crisis.  But that 

conclusion, especially by an outsider to this community, would reduce the church to a 

symbol – and the other burned churches to a mere projection of that symbol.  The 

move would reveal little more than my own effort to construct a way of reading and 

understanding an epidemic of violence.  Rather, this dissertation offers readers the 

chance to listen to the thoughts and opinions voiced by members of single 

community, connected to many other groups of people by a common crisis, but in no 

way representative of them. 

In the same way, I do not feel qualified to generalize about the traditions of 

Little Zion Baptist Church as representative of twentieth century African American 
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religious practices.  Certainly, readers familiar with rural Black churches in the South 

will be familiar with the language of spirituality used by members of Little Zion. The 

fact that the narratives resonate with a recognizable power in no way diminishes that 

power, as will be evident especially in Chapter III, when Sister Rosie Lee Hendricks 

details her spiritual journey.  In fact, the very sense that these narratives have been 

told from a broader context of African American church traditions roots them in a soil 

deeper and richer than any that could be cultivated in any one place.  Had I first come 

to Little Zion as an insider to African American religious practices, I probably would 

have felt more empowered to do more work on Little Zion’s place in the larger Black 

culture that has shaped this church for more than a century.  But as an outsider, I felt 

compelled to narrow my focus to the individual performances of tradition I recorded 

in this particular time and place. 

I fear that this narrowing of focus might give any readers unfamiliar with 

Black church practices an unfair and unrealistic sense of Little Zion as wholly unique 

in the powerful traditions that sustain generations of churchgoers here.  In fact, the 

church shares many of its practices with African American houses of worship 

nationwide, especially other small, rural Southern congregations.  The call-and-

response sermon style, for example, can be heard in Black churches of many 

denominations and demographics, as Gerald Davis explored in I Got the Word in Me.  

Davis also beautifully documented the oratorical power of many African American 

ministers who preach in a chanted sermon style, often without any notes.  The Little 

Zion practice of allowing worshippers to choose songs during the service by lining 

them out for other members has been noted by observers in Black worship services 
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for centuries.  See Eileen Southern’s The Music of Black Americans and C. Eric 

Lincoln’s The Black Experience in Religion for more.  As documented in Chapter V 

and elsewhere, Little Zion’s traditionally dramatic conversion experiences bear much 

in common with those reported as far back as under slavery in the Federal Writer’s 

Project narratives collected in God Struck Me Dead.   

Readers interested in more general considerations of African American church 

traditions might also turn to African-American Religion:  Interpretive Essays in 

History and Culture, edited by Timothy E. Fulop and Albert J. Raboteau.  Raboteau’s 

A Fire in the Bones:  Reflections on African-American Religious History also offers 

great introduction to Black church history.  A few other important texts include:  C. 

Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya’s The Black Church in the African American 

Experience and Gayraud S. Wilmore’s Black Religion and Black Radicalism:  An 

Interpretation of the Religious History of Afro-American People.  Keep in mind that 

intellectual documentations and analyses such as those listed above provide only a 

limited understanding of religious practices, however, because religious experience 

happens in the heart and soul as much as, or more than, the mind of the believer.     

As a folklife scholar, I had plenty of precedent for narrowing my focus to 

within the walls of Little Zion.  Mary Hufford noted, for example, in “Context:”   

Over the past two decades, then, contextual research has 
been shifting away from kinds of contexts toward 
contextualizing practices, away from the recovery and analysis 
of texts-in-context to the investigation of how participants, 
including “investigators,” weave together what they encounter 
in a situation with what they bring to it through acts of memory 
and imagination. . . .  Assuming that all artistic expression is so 
doubly grounded, the task for folklorists is not to inventory 
kinds of contexts but to describe the contextualizing practices 
that produce such communication, practices that distinguish and 
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relate figures and grounds, socially arranging participants 
around cultural production.  (531) 

 
In Holy Women, Wholly Women, Elaine Lawless shifted her discussion of a small 

group of women ministers away from their roles in the larger religious traditions in 

which they participate toward the small details of their life stories, and the collector’s 

role in documentation and presentation of that material.  In Powerhouse for God, Jeff 

Todd Titon gave a history of one Appalachian Baptist Church and its surrounding 

community through language as a vehicle for tradition, presented in dialogue between 

the “folk” and folklorist: 

In these published accounts, the “folk” will be allowed 
to speak for themselves and they will speak – as they do to each 
other and to the folklorist; that is, their words will be reported 
in as close to the original as possible.  The “folk” text and the 
folk interpretations of texts will be presented as one part of the 
dialogue.  The folklorist takes up the other side of the dialogue, 
and will be presented in dialogue with the folk:  that is, his or 
her questions and responses and interpretations in performance 
will be presented as well.  This hermeneutic practice has an 
additional implication, based on the principle of the 
hermeneutic circle:  the folklorist keeps returning to the “folk” 
where they are to continue the dialogue.  That is one goes back 
to visit, not to do “follow-up fieldwork” and verify conclusions, 
but to continue the dialogue, knowing that the conclusions will 
never be conclusive.  (13) 
 

Finally, in Fire in My Bones, Glenn Hinson chronicled a single event, the 

twentieth anniversary of the Branchettes, a North Carolina gospel duo.  In doing so, 

he turned  to “ethnologies that charted the pathways linking talk, belief, value and 

art” (7).  He explained, “Many of these works followed an ethnography of 

communications approach. . . .  Yet something still seemed to be missing” (7).  

Hinson concluded that with matters of belief: 
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The entry point must be individual experience. 
Ethnography has traditionally avoided encounter with 

the subjective realm of experience.  Not just supernatural 
experience, but experience in general.  Presuming singularity 
and idiosyncrasy in the workings of individual consciousness, 
ethnographers have instead focused their inquiries on the 
workings of culture. . . . 

This ethnography takes a different approach.  In what 
follows, experience serves as both point of entry and guide to 
understanding.  Personal stories ground the discussion at every 
turn, while experiential testimony fuels the unfolding 
arguments.  When this testimony steps toward the supernatural, 
I make no attempt to steer it back into boundaries undoubtedly 
more familiar to many of this book’s readers.  Nor do I 
circumscribe the reality this testimony charts, setting it apart as 
something “provisional,” as if its truths applied only to 
believers.  Instead, I treat this reality as wholly and 
unconditionally real.  In so doing, I try to grant it the fullness it 
commands in saints’ lives, and the fullness it demands if we are 
to understand those lives more fully. (12-13) 
 

This project, ultimately, joins a scholarly debate about the politics of 

collection and explores a self-reflexive method of presentation that allows an outsider 

such as me to move in a complicated way toward an insider’s view of the Little Zion 

Baptist Church culture.  That the Little Zion community finally accepted me, on some 

level, as part of the “church family,” was evident in comments made to me 

throughout my fieldwork.  Deacon Henry T. Carter once told me, for instance, that 

because I had been so “faithful,” in helping during the rebuilding, and in returning 

over the years to work on this project, I had built “sweat equity” in the church.  And 

once, when visiting Little Zion with a Northern-born African American friend raised 

in a Black church tradition, she and I were both amused to find me translating local 

inflections and expressions for her! 
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Of course, as will be considered in greater detail later in this chapter, my goal 

to privilege the voices and opinions of church members meant honoring, above all, 

their interest in this project:  To celebrate the history of Little Zion Baptist Church.  

Thus, this accounting attempts to stay true to church member voices as they construct 

a history of Greene County around Little Zion -- up to and including the 1996 

burning and rebuilding, as they describe the generations of activity at this church as a 

spiritual journey of challenges and blessings, and as they place their personal 

experiences of conversion, baptism, and adult faith within the traditions of the 

church.  In the end, I believe that the senses of purpose felt by church members and 

me toward this project came together to capture, as John Roberts called for in 1993, 

“the complex nature of African American creative traditions” at Little Zion Baptist 

Church.  

I began my fieldwork tentatively, tremendously aware of the limitations of my 

perspective.  But Little Zion’s insiders, from Rev. Lewis to many members of the 

congregation, welcomed wholeheartedly the idea of collecting and recording 

memories of the life of Little Zion.  The church’s history had never been recorded, 

and Rev. Lewis and other leaders embraced the idea of preserving their recollections 

for future generations.  While I privately worried that perhaps I wasn’t the best 

person for the job, I believe some members of Little Zion looked at the project more 

practically:  Here was someone willing to do something worth getting done.  And 

over the course of my research, I also learned that some people looked at the project 

from a broader religious perspective.  Rev. James Carter once told me, for instance, “I 

see your work as a ministry.  You may see it as putting some history together.  I see it 
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as a ministry.”  Rev. Eddie L. Carter said that God was leading me on something 

deeper than an intellectual pursuit, that this project was part of my spiritual journey.  

In this light, the question of whether I was the right person for this research simply 

fell away.  I was simply doing what I had been led to do.  

Of course, I had earned some level of trust in the Little Zion community first.  

During the rebuilding effort, the presence of our four-year-old daughter and my 

obvious pregnancy singled my family out of the hundreds of volunteers who worked 

on the church.  Members of Little Zion’s community had made special efforts to find 

playmates for Kelly while my husband and I hung drywall, and had worried that the 

physical labor would hurt our developing baby.  I believe these activities built rapport 

between us, as the willingness to work hard and the sharing of family concerns in part 

transcended some of the cultural and demographic barriers.  When I returned to 

Greene County every summer for several years, church members expressed both 

surprise and delight that my interest in Little Zion had continued for so long.  The 

fact that I brought along a photographer who was also my mother added to the ties 

between my family and those at this church. 

During the summers of 1996-2003, I made six fieldwork trips, each from four 

days to one week.  I also attended the January, 1997, dedication service for the 

completed church.  These visits allowed me to attend regular Sunday worship, special 

programs such as choir day and youth day celebrations, revival and baptismal 

ceremonies, and even a wedding.  I conducted informal interviews with 21 adults and 

five children from the Little Zion community, spending from 20 minutes to several 

hours talking with each interviewee about his or her memories of the church.  Usually 
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I met with people in their homes, but occasionally we talked in the church sanctuary 

or kitchen, at someone’s office, or even in a nearby restaurant.  I interviewed several 

older church members more than once, as we needed extended conversations to 

document a lifetime of recollections.  I also spent significant time socializing in the 

Little Zion community, stopping by for a glass of iced tea, meeting somewhere for 

lunch, or being privileged to share dinner in someone’s home.  For the tremendous 

hospitality offered to me throughout this project, I am deeply grateful.  Because I 

wanted to document as fully as possible church members memories of — and 

reflections on — the significance of Little Zion in their lives, I tape recorded all 

interviews and church events, capturing the story in the words of the people whose 

story it is to tell.  I attempted to let church members guide the conversations, asking 

general questions about what people recalled rather than seeking specific facts.  For 

the most part, after initial surprise at my interest in the details of church life, Little 

Zion’s members shared their memories freely, as I hope is evident in the richness of 

the narratives collected here.   

It should be noted, however, that I felt the undercurrents of mistrust in all 

discussion of the church burning, and especially in the silences on this subject.  

Though the church had gone up in flames mysteriously only months earlier, many of 

those interviewed seemed only at most mildly interested in who might have wanted to 

destroy the building.  As in all other areas of conversation, I let church members take 

the lead in response to open-ended questions such as, “What do you remember about 

the burning?”  Silence, of course, can say many things.  But to me as a white outsider 
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it spoke mainly of a discomfort with addressing freely a highly charged subject I 

could not begin to understand fully. 

I felt a similar discomfort when discussing the church’s beginnings during or 

just after slavery.  It seemed clear to me that the mere mention of this institution, 

outlawed only a few generations ago and with a long legacy in the sharecropping and 

peonage systems, remains somewhat taboo in conversations between Blacks and 

whites in Greene County.  In the previously mentioned videotaped family history, 

Rev. James Carter noted that while those recording were Black descendents of slaves, 

the cameraman was a white descendent of slave masters.  “And yet there’s 

cooperation and understanding between us,” Rev. Carter said.  But the sharp 

distinction seemed to undermine his point, as if the starkly contrasting lineages, and 

the very different life experiences they embody, remain at the forefront of all such 

interactions. 

Moments like these could have dampened the sharing of personal experiences 

during interviews.  But I believe many of Little Zion’s members had invested their 

own interest in this collection of memories, and the awkwardness was largely 

overcome.  In fact, as will be explored in Chapter V, many of those interviewed 

easily transformed the perhaps unfamiliar dynamic of this formal conversation into an 

opportunity to testify about their spiritual journeys, relating to me as an as-yet-

unsaved Baptist church outsider who might benefit from their witness.  Thus, the 

secular conversation about religion often became a sacred experience of it for both of 

us. 
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In church, my outsider’s position was starkly evident.  During services, I 

always sat toward the front to insure that my hand-held tape machine functioned 

properly, placing me in a highly visible location as one of the few whites in the 

congregation, and making my secular recording activities obvious to all.  Sometimes 

my mother, a professional photographer, accompanied me, drawing even more 

attention with her camera equipment.  Often I brought along my infant daughter, who 

occasionally fidgeted and fussed along with several other babies.  Of course the 

church’s congregation, usually about thirty people during the late 1990s, was small 

enough that my family would have been noticed even if we had been sitting 

prayerfully in the back row.  

Growing up Roman Catholic and converting to Quakerism as an adult, I had 

only limited familiarity with Little Zion’s Missionary Baptist tradition.  During one 

service, for instance, a young boy approached me with an open Bible, appearing 

ready to hand it to me.  Confused, I reached for the book, but he didn’t let go.  For a 

long moment he and I remained locked in a sort of tug of war over the sacred book.  

Without the presence of mind to let go, I leaned to the woman next to me and asked, 

“What is he doing?”  Smiling, she replied, “He is trying to take a collection.”  

Sheepishly, I laid my money on the Bible.  Then I glanced up to see all the deacons 

across the room slapping their knees with silent laughter — and had to struggle to 

control my own giggles. 

As noted earlier, I used Elaine Lawless’ Holy Women, Wholly Women:  

Sharing Ministries of Wholeness Through Life Stories and Reciprocal Ethnography 

as a model for structuring this dissertation to compensate for the obvious limitations 
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of my perspective.  Lawless’ 1993 publication, in turn, rested on the anthropological 

work of James Clifford, who asserted in 1986 that the very act of ethnographic 

research becomes an exercise in cooperative story making.  He noted: 

 
Because post-modern ethnography privileges 

‘discourse’ over ‘text,’ it foregrounds dialogue as opposed to 
monologue, and emphasizes the cooperative and collaborative 
nature of the ethnographic situation in contrast to the ideology 
of the transcendental observer.  In fact, it rejects the ideology of 
‘observer-observed,’ there being nothing observed and no one 
who is observer.  There is instead a mutual, dialogical 
production of a discourse, of a story of sorts.  We better 
understand the ethnographic context as one of cooperative story 
making that, in one of its ideal forms, would result in a 
polyphonic text, none of whose participants would have the 
final word. . . . (Clifford 126) 
 

In Holy Women, Lawless called this cooperative effort “collaborative, multi-

voiced ethnography” (61).  She explained, “While I fully acknowledge that I am 

writing this book, I am committed to presenting the work as collaborative, as a 

dialogue, and as emergent, not fixed” (61).  To this end, Lawless constructed her 

book with alternating chapters, some sections presenting life stories of women 

ministers in their own words, others offering analysis and interpretation.  She 

explained: 

 
While I have offered my own insights about their [the 

women ministers’] collective life stories and their lives in 
ministry, this book will offer their voices solo at times, will 
balance their voices with the author’s voice at others, and create 
and represent a dialogue between us at still others.  The work 
represents shared authorship, not of the actual words on the 
page and their representation to a potential reader, but in the 
development and consensus of our evolving discourse. (4)   
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But even in the interpretive sections, Lawless attempted to let the women of 

this project take the lead.  She observed:  

My respect for the women who constitute this study 
represents a recognition of the power, intelligence, knowledge, 
and understanding that is shared by the “women in ministry” 
group, which ultimately came to be the focus of the study.  
Along with this respect has come a recognition that they know 
things that I, as a scholar, do not necessarily need to “interpret” 
but am obliged to present. . . .  I admit openly at the outset that I 
do not think I know more than the women I am currently 
studying.  I feel honored to have been accepted into their inner 
circle and allowed to pursue this study.  I have not presumed to 
analyze them, their motives, their religions, or their beliefs 
without a great deal of discussion, argument and dialogue.  (4) 
 

My own attempt to let the concerns expressed and the conclusions drawn by 

church members at Little Zion guide the project has informed all areas of the content 

and form of its presentation.  As noted earlier, I clearly subordinated my interest in 

questions like, “Was this church burned by racially motivated arson?” to those raised 

by Little Zion members, such as, “What is God’s will in this tragedy?”  But in many 

cases, the effect of being led by the community in which I collected remains much 

more subtle.  In Chapter V, for instance, many church members shared with me 

powerful, personal encounters with the divine.  As a Quaker and former Roman 

Catholic,9 nothing in my religious background prepared me for these narratives, which 

admittedly seemed dramatically exotic to me.   Within the context of this community                             

however, these narratives often served as an expected rite of passage.  Especially 

among older people, a dramatic conversion, accompanied by receiving supernatural 

signs, hearing voices or seeing visions, provides the necessary witness that the soul 

has been saved and that full membership in the church community can begin.  A 
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similar transformation marks the preacher’s call to share the Word.  Thus, church 

members shared these memories with what seemed to me an odd juxtaposition of 

mundane recollection and narrative drama.  While insiders clearly felt awe and 

wonder at the experience of the supernatural, they also fully expected and anticipated 

these overwhelming moments in their lives.  For this reason, in my understanding, 

they often shared the narratives in a matter-of-fact tone.  Sister Leola B. Carter, for 

instance, recalled her husband, Rev. Willie C. Carter’s, call to preach:   

 
He say that morning before day, a voice call him.  Say, 

“Willie, pick up your Bible.”  Told him to go to Mark, 16th 
chapter and 15th verse.  “Read it.”  He did that and the angel, or 
God, or whoever, told him to come outside.  There was what 
looked like a ship parked out here in front of our house, big and 
long, white as snow.  The voice told him to come on board, told 
him to stay there and watch. . . .    
 

In representing these narratives throughout this dissertation, then, I struggled 

to stay true, to the best of my perceptions, to the mixture of the mundane and 

dramatic qualities of their performance.10  Rather than exoticizing the beliefs and 

practices of Little Zion’s members — overemphasizing the direct contact with the 

supernatural, and possibly even attempting to offer smug pseudo-psychological 

“explanations” for these experiences — I presented the material in what I hope is a 

close approximation of the matter-of-fact tone community members used during the 

interviews.  And I attempted to frame my analysis within churchgoer comments, 

using my role as narrator to weave together the explanations offered by those who 

know these stories best.  For example, my consideration of the role of “hard believer” 
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conversion tales in the Little Zion community relies primarily on comments by Rev. 

Oscar M. Williams, Ed.D., and Rev. James Carter: 

 
Of course, as Rev. Williams pointed out, the most 

dramatic conversion narratives detailed the change of heart of 
the hard believer, who had held out for years against God’s 
redemptive call.  These stories were, and still are, retold 
inspirationally not just by the one saved, but throughout the 
community.  Rev. James Carter, for instance, recounted his 
grandfather’s experience of waiting on the burning zeal, noting 
that it served as an example for him as he sought his own 
conversion:  “When I came along, just like my grandfather, I 
was waiting on that burning zeal.”  In fact, Rev. Carter’s 
conversion took a similar form, as the touch of the preacher’s 
hand triggered a supernatural experience:  “The preacher said to 
me, ‘Do you believe that Christ will save you when you come 
to die?  Take my hand.’  When I took his hand, my mother said 
that I leaped in the air.  I don’t remember leaping. . . .  I truly 
believe that the Holy Spirit intervened and took control of my 
mind, gave me that assurance.  That was my conversion.”   
(229-230) 
 
The form of this dissertation has been shaped by the voices of Little Zion’s 

members most obviously in the structure of alternating chapters, where the 

uninterrupted narratives by church members balance against the analysis and 

interpretation offered by outside sources and me.  But the effort to subordinate my 

voice has informed even the smallest decisions about the structure of this work.  For 

instance, each of the chapters of analysis and interpretation (including this 

introduction) opens with an appropriate Biblical quotation followed by an anecdote 

shared by a church member.  These features ease the transition between the oral 

storytelling format and the distillations of written analysis.  The words of the Bible 

figure prominently because the largely oral culture at Little Zion celebrates the 

written word most visibly in its relationship to this sacred text. The anecdote 
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foregrounds the observations of the Little Zion church family and reminds readers 

that while I have pieced together this mosaic of perspectives, the churchgoers’ 

reflections remain at the core of this project.  Likewise, the chapters that feature 

uninterrupted church member narratives are preceded by only a brief editorial note 

detailing the interview setting, linking readers to the experience of the memories as 

they were originally shared.  Finally, many subheads used throughout this dissertation 

include both my own title for the section that follows and a relevant quote by a 

church member, such as “Sunday School:  ‘We were never late.’”  In this way, the 

words of Little Zion’s members largely define the way in which their memories are 

presented on the page.    

During interviews I was often inspired by the oratorical force Little Zion’s 

members brought to their narratives, and communicating this power in a written form 

became a major focus of this dissertation.  In this multimedia age, I easily could have 

created an Internet-based project, complete with video and audio clips.  But the effort 

to capture the often sacred power of religious speech through the conventions of 

written narrative has a much longer and richer history, dating back to the poetic bards 

of ancient myth.  I chose to work within this tradition, handling the typographical 

concerns of representing the spoken through the written word by looking to the 

efforts of other folklorists, especially examinations since the 1960s of the biases 

inherent in earlier collections of African American material by white scholars. 

Many of those writing in the nineteenth and through the first two thirds of the 

twentieth century, for instance, attempted to capture oral Black speech through the 

heavy use of unconventional spellings meant to indicate dialect pronunciation.  The 
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collector’s voice — and those of other whites — were rendered in unaccented 

“standard” English, thereby constructing a cultural superiority.11  For example, 

narratives by former slaves, collected during the 1930s as part of the Works Progress 

Administration’s Federal Writers’ Project, contained downright bizarre spellings – 

with changed words pronounced exactly the same as standard orthography. White 

became wite; what became whut; book became buk (Weevils in the Wheat:  Interviews 

with Virginia Ex-Slaves 29).   

Later writers have abandoned dialect spellings for a simple transcription of 

the spoken word, allowing the sound to reverberate in the short sentences and parallel 

constructions that dominate speech, for instance.  I’ve chosen this approach because it 

seems more fully to capture the oral power of the narratives shared with me.  I’ve 

used unconventional spellings only rarely -- when conventional constructions would 

make the flow of speech seem unnaturally stilted.12  Of course, the potential for bias 

remains in the representation of sentence constructions, as the rules governing oral 

Black English follow a different grammar than those driving “standard” written 

English.  The trickiest area remains where the collector’s written voice meets the 

storytellers’ oral narrations.  Here the conventions of good writing dictate that the 

collector speak concisely and precisely, while the aesthetics of oratory encourage the 

speaker to move along the currents of association and repetition.  The very act of 

representing all through the written word, therefore, risks asserting superiority of the 

scholarly voice. 

In the construction of this dissertation, I have attempted to address these 

concerns by blending my voice with the others in this project as much as possible.  I 
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have adopted an informal, casual tone, for example, more easily mixing with the 

conversational nature of the collected material.  I have also carefully edited the 

transcribed interviews to capture the spirit of the story told rather than remaining 

stuck in an overly literal, word-by-word representation of the audiotape.  As anyone 

who has ever read a transcript knows, speakers edit themselves as they talk, 

commonly starting sentences, then reversing themselves to add detail before 

continuing.  Pauses often are filled in the flow of speech by words such as “like, 

“and” or even “um.”  Sometimes a teller begins a narrative, drifts onto another topic 

and then returns to the story.  These habits of speech simply do not translate to the 

written form, where readers expect thoughts to be organized and prioritized, ideas 

completed and detailed before the narrator moves to another subject.  Representing 

oral speech literally on the page could make Little Zion’s members seem less 

articulate, even though by auditory standards their statements ring with power.  So in 

being true to the narrators in this project, I have balanced the need for accurate, word-

for-word transcription with editorial judgment in removing backtracking statements 

and filler language, and in stitching together narratives told at intervals during the 

flow of conversation. 

Elaine Lawless has called the structure of Holy Women, Wholly Women “an 

attempt to offer a polyphonic, multivoiced, multileveled analysis that recognized the 

position of all the participants and of the ethnographer/writer (me)” (Women 

Preaching Revolution 7).   I have embraced a similar structure in the hope that the 

reader will finish this story of life at Little Zion Baptist Church with a strong sense of 

the many voices and layers of memory and observation represented here.  If the 
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construction of this dissertation does this church community and its recollections 

justice, it will capture something like the view through the stained glass windows in 

the newly rebuilt church, where, though filtered and fragmented, the light shines on 

the activities of those gathered inside.  

 

Beyond Scholarship:  An Attempt to Honor Community Interests 

The reader should remember that the stories told in these pages represent the 

efforts of a community to preserve their own memories for future generations.  

Contemporary folklorists “have continued to work against the discipline’s romantic 

origins and have disavowed uncritical antiquarian efforts to preserve the past,” as 

Amy Shuman and Charles Briggs said succinctly in “Theorizing Folklore” (109).  But 

Little Zion’s members apparently cared nothing for the biases of romanticism:  They 

wanted to celebrate their church.  As we worked together to tell their stories, I did not 

attempt to demystify their memories or to include, for instance, the church gossip 

often shared with me but immediately regretted as an inappropriate legacy for the 

future.  I maintained my outsider’s perspective only to point out the sense of longing 

for the church of early days, remembered now as filled with old time religion, deeper 

spirituality and stronger commitment.  Certainly, this lost church remains, on some 

level, a construct of the imagination.  But so does every other possible representation 

of Little Zion.  These memories matter not so much for accuracy that can never be 

verified, but for their power as narrative — in this community, and possibly beyond 

its boundaries through representation in these pages.  Patrick Mullen made a similar 
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point in his consideration of the life stories shared with him by nine elderly people in 

Listening to Old Voices: 

Many of the old people I interviewed had a romantic and 
nostalgic view of the past.  And as part of our collaboration, I 
worked with them to present that view to the readers of this 
book.  As Clifford points out, the idea of ethnography as 
allegory is not necessarily bad; the important thing is that we 
recognize it as such and acknowledge our own underlying 
moral and ideological goals.13 (8) 

 
Finally, in following the lead of Little Zion’s members, this project must 

move beyond placing the narratives of this church in an academic context.  Certainly, 

the cautions of today’s scholars merit consideration — especially in the effort to 

confront a history of bias and misrepresentation in this field.  But some members of 

Little Zion expressed little patience for over-intellectualized self-examination.  In this 

community, education serves the development of a deeper understanding:  You must 

“study to show thyself approved unto God,” as pointed out by the Biblical passage 

cited several times during interviews (2 Timothy 2:15).  This sense of a greater truth 

remains a matter of faith — immune to the doubt of its existence expressed in the 

post-structuralist academy.  Rev. James Carter, for example, bluntly challenged the 

notion of education for the glory of the ego, or even for its own sake.  He preached 

passionately at the annual Youth Day celebration on October 18, 1996:14

 
We live in a society that/ 
Teaches us that/ 
You can do this;/ 
You can do that./ 
You can do this;/ 
You can do that./ 
You can go/ 
From one degree to another./ 
You can do it./ 

 40



I./ 
Me./ 
I can do it./ 
Me./ 

 
We can’t do anything/ 
Except God allows it./ 
That’s a vanity./ 

 
And then you people have to recognize that/ 
We live in a time/ 
When they tell us that/ 
If you get your education,/ 
Everything is gonna be all right./ (All right) 

 
That’s a big lie./ (All right, laughter) 

 
People with B.S. degrees,/ 
Master’s degrees,/ (Uh-huh) 
And Ph.D. degrees,/ 
And all kinds of degrees/ 
Are down and out this morning./  (Yes, Oh yes) 
Simply because/ 
They have missed/ 
The understanding that they need/ (Yeah!) 
To go with that degree./ (Amen, Amen!) 

 
People with degrees are broken today/ (Yeah!) 
Because they have missed/ 
The understanding that/ 
All is vanity,/ 
Except/ 
When God is at the front/ 
Of all of what you do./ (Yeah) 
 

Statements such as these challenge me put my own faith in this project beyond 

the analysis and interpretation so comforting to scholars.  Instead, I must rely on the 

stories told in these pages to make meaning for this community, for me, and 

potentially for outside readers.  And, in case the warnings of folklife scholars don’t 

help me to approach this work with a properly humble perspective, the words of Rev. 
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James Carter certainly do.  For when the collection context for this sermon is 

considered, it becomes obvious that the preacher’s words were directed pointedly at 

me.  Just before making these comments, Rev. Carter asked the congregation to open 

their Bibles to the second chapter of Philippians and the eleventh chapter of 

Ecclesiastes.  Easily visible in a front row, I knew many people would witness my 

struggle to find the correct passages.  Embarrassed, I left my Bible in my lap and 

busied myself with my tape recorder.  The preacher looked directly at me, paused 

significantly, and repeated his directions.  When I still didn’t respond, he repeated his 

directions three more times, pausing longer between each cue, until at last he spent 47 

seconds staring at me.  Finally, he read the passages aloud, both of which focused on 

teaching youth to live uprightly in the eyes of God.  But before turning his attention 

directly to the text, Rev. Carter spoke about the shortcomings of a strictly secular 

education.  Whomever else he addressed in that moment, the preacher clearly spoke 

to me, the scholar unschooled in the Good Book:  “People with degrees are broken 

today/ Because they have missed the understanding that/ All is vanity,/ Except/ When 

God is at the front/ Of all of what you do./”  While I never fully viewed this project, 

in the words of Rev. James Carter, as my “ministry,” I did learn to push beyond my 

own intellectual doubts and allow myself to be led by a sense of doing what I was 

meant to do. 

That leading, like the structure of this book, finally brought me full circle, as I 

came to appreciate deeply the power of individual words to shape a representation of 

Little Zion Baptist Church in these pages.  Ultimately, my efforts to go beyond my 

own perspective as activist and academic in the construction of this narrative brought 
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me to a new respect for the long-standing scholarly practice of carefully defining and 

explaining the terms used throughout this project.   For we must finally rely on the 

tools of our own trade to begin to break down the walls created by our own limited 

perspectives.  And though, as noted earlier, we will achieve only limited success, 

much of value can be learned in the attempt. 

Folklife studies rely on a vocabulary of terms deceptively simple in their 

everyday familiarity:  Oral history, life story, personal experience narrative; 

community; tradition; performance.  Because of the common usage of these words, 

past generations of scholars largely assumed their meaning to be widely accepted and 

understood.  But as contemporary folklore scholars have redefined the field, they 

have brought new scrutiny to their vocabulary of representation.   In the fall of 1995, 

for example, the Journal of American Folklore devoted its entire issue to defining 

these terms:  Tradition, art, text, group, performance, genre, context. 

Since the life of this project lies in the power of story, narrative terms require 

careful consideration.  First, it should be stressed that this dissertation should not be 

considered an oral history of Little Zion Baptist Church.  Jeff Todd Titon observed 

more than two decades ago: 

Oral history, like biography, proceeds from a historical rather 
than a fictive stance.  Like biography, its overriding concern is 
with factual accuracy.  Unlike biography its focus is chiefly on 
events, processes, cause and effects rather than on the 
individuals whose recollections furnish oral history with its raw 
data. (“The Life Story” 281) 
   

In the past twenty years, oral historians have seriously questioned their own ability to 

achieve complete factual accuracy in light of the politics of narrative representation 

and construction.  But, academically, the foundation of the field remains in history, 
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not literature.  Folklore, on the other hand, maintains close ties in the academy with 

literature departments, and easily views its collected material as storytelling.   

Thus, this project presents itself not as a factual record of the past at Little 

Zion, but, for the most part, as stories based on individual memories.  Robert 

O’Meally and Genevieve Fabre drew the distinction clearly in History and Memory in 

African-American Culture: 

At least until quite recently, many observers would 
agree that while history at its finest is a discipline (sometimes 
classified as a social science, sometimes as one of the liberal 
arts), memory is something else again, something less.  
Memory, these same observers might say, is by definition a 
personal activity, subject to the biases, quirks, and rhythms of 
the individual’s mind.   If a remembered event is expressed 
verbally, the remembrance is of course slanted by the teller’s 
choice of words and by his or her sense of how to shape a tale.  
It is a created version of an event snatched from the chaos of the 
otherwise invisible world gone by. 

History, according to this paradigm, is closer to a 
scientific field wherein the practitioners routinely insist on 
proofs and corroborating evidence to support balanced and 
sober modes of analysis.  This is so even for the contemporary 
historian, who recognizes that historians are human beings 
(with their own biases, quirks, and rhythms of the mind) who 
use language, shape histories, and sometimes cite twice-told 
tales as part of the evidence.  (5-6) 

 
In the objective quest for factual accuracy, memory might be something less than 

history.  But in the personal and even community-wide effort to make meaning out of 

experience, and to pass that meaning on to future generations, memory serves as 

something more.  For it is in the very quirks and biases of narrative that the story is 

shaped, and that ways of life are revealed. 

Some scholars, such as Titon and Lawless, have cast these personal memory 

narratives as life stories.  Titon argued, for instance:  
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. . . a life story is, simply, a person’s story of his or her life, or 
of what he or she thinks is a significant part of that life.  It is 
therefore a personal narrative, a story of personal experience, 
and as it emerges from conversation, its ontological status is the 
spoken word, even if the story is transcribed and edited for the 
printed page. (“The Life Story” 276)   

 

For Titon, this story must be considered, on some level, fiction, as it “tells who one 

thinks one is and how one thinks one came to be that way” (290).  While life stories 

answer many questions about how the tellers conceive of themselves and their roles 

in their communities, Titon asserted that “the life story need not be ‘used’ for 

anything, because in the telling it is a self-sufficient and self-contained fiction” (290).   

The life story provided a model for this project, as I introduced each interview 

with an explanation that I was seeking to write a life story of Little Zion Baptist 

Church, told in the many voices of its members.  If the church could speak, I 

wondered aloud, what would it say?  After asking those interviewed to share their 

memories of life at Little Zion, I attempted to remain as nondirective as possible in 

the collection of this material.  As Lawless noted, “. . . I persisted in my belief that 

their life stories should be texts of their own choosing, delivered to me without 

interruption, without probing or questions”  (Holy Women 12).  Lawless went on to 

note, however, that even apparently open-ended interviews contain built-in, 

unavoidable directives.  In her case, interviewees knew that she was seeking not 

general life experience tales, but those specific to the development of their ministries.  

In my case, church members and I shared the understanding that their life stories be 

framed within the sphere of the church:  Together we were creating a narrative life 

story for Little Zion. 
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But while the life story served as an effective frame for interviews with 

church members, the model could not be extended without modification throughout 

the representation of Little Zion in these pages.  To create a kind of “as told to” 

autobiography of the church would mean stitching the many narratives of this 

community together into a single tale, constructing a unified voice out of the many 

who shared their experiences with me, and largely removing from view my own role 

in this shaping process.  Because of the dangers of bias already considered above, this 

kind of heavy-handed fictionalization of material proved unacceptable.  Instead, I 

attempted to present Little Zion’s story as it was given to me, through multiple 

personal experience tales, drawn together by their many common threads.  In 

breaking ground for this subject, Stahl offered this definition:  “The personal 

narrative is a prose narrative relating a personal experience; it is usually told in the 

first person, and its content is nontraditional” (Literary Folkloristics 12).15  Stahl was 

quick to point out, however, that “nontraditional content” meant unique stories that 

could not be classified in any of the indices of common tale types favored by past 

generations of folklorists.  She and later scholars argued that the common threads of 

tradition ran through these stories in terms of the “attitudes, values, prejudices, tastes 

expressed” (Literary Folkloristics 19).  In 1992 Patrick Mullen pushed the argument 

further, noting that any story told repeatedly in a community reflects the traditions of 

its people — regardless of the individual uniqueness of the tale itself: 

 
Since personal narratives are based on individual experiences, 

they may not seem to be a form of folklore, but there are several factors 
that make them so.  They are traditional in terms of their content and 
structure:  people tend to make stories out of incidents that the culture 
defines as significant and to tell them in traditionally structured ways. . 
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. .  the best personal stories are told repeatedly; here again, tradition, 
including traditions of teller-audience interaction, are involved 
(Abrahams 1976, 195).16  A story is only repeated if it receives the 
appropriate response from the audience; the context of storytelling is 
traditionally determined as is the aesthetic response of the audience. 
(Listening to Old Voices 4, 5) 
 

Thus, the stories of Little Zion’s members, told and retold in this community 

and shared with me, are presented here.  They offer some insight into the traditions of 

these people.  But what Titon pointed out about life stories remains equally applicable 

here:  These narratives also contain value merely for their power as stories to move 

listeners and readers.  

But where exactly do the boundaries of the storytelling community at Little 

Zion lie?  From one perspective, this project embraces a very broad view, placing the 

burning of this church within a national trend of African American church burnings 

across the United States in the mid to late 1990s, offering the stories told by Little 

Zion members as the memories of one group of people within the larger community 

of those who lost their churches during this time.  But for reasons already discussed, 

the perspective immediately narrows — focusing first on Little Zion’s place in the 

geographical community of Greene County, Alabama, and in subsequent chapters 

moving within the walls of the church itself, considering daily and Sunday events and 

personal experiences borne out of those gatherings.   

So within these pages the emphasis on community finally remains with the 

group of people who attend, or have attended, Little Zion regularly.  Dorothy Noyes 

declared in 1995 that, “Acting in common makes community,”  (468) and at this 

church, as with many others, it is preaching, worshipping, singing and storytelling 
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together that makes this group of people feel a oneness with each other that has lasted 

several generations.  As Sister Rosie Lee Hendricks asserted, “And Little Zion, I love 

it. I always will love it.  We had a program here for the older members.  That’s the 

day I told them, ‘This is where I found Jesus.’  Yes.  This is where I found Him.”  

As members of Little Zion’s community “act in common,” they develop and 

share their own ways of “creating the future out of the past,” to quote Henry Glassie’s 

succinct 1995 definition of tradition (“Tradition” 395).  In spite of Glassie’s 

confidence in explaining the concept in just seven words, the term remains elusive.  

Dan Ben-Amos observed in 1984, “In folklore studies in America tradition has been 

a term to think with, not to think about.  Few, if any, define it. . .”  (“Seven Strands” 

97).  Yet, as Ben-Amos noted, many have recognized the concept’s crucial value in 

folklife studies:  “For Stith Thompson ‘tradition. . . [is] the touchstone for everything 

that is to be included in the term folklore,’ and similarly Jan Brunvand states 

unequivocally that ‘the key to studies of American folk artifacts remains the same as 

for all folklore — it is tradition,’ the meaning of which he takes for granted” (97).  

Ben-Amos then outlined seven uses of tradition that have shifted and developed since 

folklore’s beginnings in the United States during the 19th century:  Lore, canon, 

process, mass, culture, langue, performance.   

The focus on lore and canon embraces an early sense of tradition as text to be 

collected and preserved.  Ben-Amos noted that, “tradition has remained the lore of a 

particular social entity.  It refers to the knowledge of customs, rituals, beliefs, and 

oral literature as defined and practiced by a particular group, and as transmitted 

within its confines from generation to generation” (“Seven Strands” 105).  The lore 
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that survives over time, the author elaborated, becomes part of a cultural-canon, 

which recent scholars have argued grows not simply by unconscious accretion, as 

was earlier implied, but by the selective construction of a society bent on affirming 

itself.  “Tradition, then, could well be a constructed canon, projected into the past in 

order to legitimize the present,” Ben-Amos observed (115). 

The emphasis on process reflects the notion that tradition exists not only in 

the artifacts it preserves, but also in the very act of preserving and transmitting.  As 

early as the 1930s, scholars noted how tradition functioned not only in time, passing a 

cultural heritage from generation to generation, but also in space, projecting ways of 

life outward geographically from a group of people.17  Theorists since Ben-Amos’ 

article have elaborated on the sense of tradition as both process and product.18  In fact 

today, the process of tradition seems to reign supreme, as contemporary thinkers 

make assertions such as, “there is no such thing as a traditional song, outside the 

particular social dynamic that makes it so”  (McDonald 60).  As Barry McDonald 

explained it in 1997, the content of tradition remains dependant on the process of its 

transmission, which he sees as conducted through a series of personal relationships.  

“The promotion of tradition is likely to be continually renegotiated by each party to 

the relationship, and thus the opportunities for personal expression and change 

(especially to content and context) can be seen to inhere in the process itself,” 

McDonald added (60). 

With the image of tradition as mass, Ben-Amos referred to the metaphor of 

the “tradition bearer,” which he said originated in a 1948 Carl von Sydow article.  

This writer argued that tradition should not be conceived of as common cultural 
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property; rather a few people serve as “the active bearers who keep the tradition alive 

and transmit it”19 (“Seven Strands” 118).  Though Ben-Amos noted that only a few 

scholars had incorporated the sense of mass into their definitions of tradition by the 

time of his writing in 1984,20 he nevertheless observed that this line of reasoning 

“represent[s] a shift in focus from the tradition to its bearers; from a concern with the 

horizontal dissemination of themes and genres to a paradigmatical pattern of tradition 

that, as repertoire, exists in the minds and lives of folklore performers” (119).   

Since Ben-Amos’ article was published, many writers have embraced the 

“tradition bearer” as a central figure in the folklife landscape.  Contemporary 

performance theorists such as Ben-Amos, Bauman and Kapchan have pushed the 

field to recognize folklife as a dynamic process, enacted whenever people engage, to 

quote Kapchan, in: 

aesthetic practices – patterns of behavior, ways of speaking, 
manners of bodily comportment – whose repetitions situate 
actors in time and space, structuring individual and group 
identities.  Insofar as performances are based upon repetitions, 
whether lines learned, gestures imitated, or discourses 
reiterated, they are the generic means of tradition-making.  
(479)   
 

While today’s thinkers seem to have abandoned the sense of tradition as a physical 

burden certain people carry for the community, they have not given up the idea that 

these performers create events in which tradition is “carry[ied] on,” to quote Patrick 

Mullen  (Listening to Old Voices 2).  In fact, this writer asserted that becoming a 

performer comprises a natural part of the life cycle in communities, with the young 

commonly watching, listening and learning while the old pass on traditions.  Over 
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time, the next generation takes over the performances for the benefit of a new 

younger generation:  

Folklorists ask for the storytellers, the big talkers, the 
basket and chair makers, the carvers and the cooks, the quilters 
and the singers, the banjo and the fiddle players.  These are the 
active tradition-bearers, and they are often the oldest people in 
the community. 

This might suggest that folklore is dying out, but it is 
not.  Younger people are often aware of tradition but do not yet 
actively carry it on.  Even folklorists can mistakenly assume 
that traditions are dying because old people seem to be the only 
ones passing them on.  As Henry Glassie points out, folklorists 
often predict the deaths of folk arts:  ‘Generation after 
generation contains the last basket weaver and the last ballad 
singer’ (1982, 63).21  He then describes the situation in the Irish 
community of Ballymenone in which the young men listen 
quietly while the old men tell the stories.  When the old men 
die, the listeners, now old themselves, replace them as 
storytellers and tradition-bearers.  (Listening to Old Voices 2-3) 

  

Ben-Amos’ assessment of tradition as culture, langue and performance reflects 

his interest in performance theory.  Reaching back to folklore’s roots in anthropology, 

the author noted that many American folklorists have historically seen the 

dissemination of tradition as the transmission of culture.  This is the ephemeral 

material borne by tradition-bearers, carried on through performance.  “Through this 

approach, tradition in folklore, like culture in anthropology, has become a defining 

and identifying aspect of social life.  There is a direct and mutual relation between a 

group and its tradition.  Through experience, interaction, language, and history, a 

society builds up a tradition, which, in turn, functions as its complex identity mark,” 

Ben-Amos reasoned (“Seven Strands” 121).  In 1984, the author took that thinking 

one step further, toward a Saussure-inspired assessment of tradition as the “abstract 

system of knowledge that generates the actual performances” (121).  Today, post-
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structuralist scholars have abandoned as hopelessly biased any attempt to describe an 

all encompassing “system of rules and symbols that exists as a guiding pattern and as 

a storehouse of themes and forms” for performers to draw on, as Ben-Amos described 

Roger Abraham’s 1977 conception of tradition22 (122).  The effort to see tradition as 

culture continues, however, marked by the efforts of many contemporary theorists to 

merge the interests of folklore and cultural studies.  While the concept of a meta-

structure of tradition available to individual performers died in the late 20th century, 

the move toward seeing tradition as located in individual performances did not.  Ben-

Amos noted that folklorists had struggled with a bipolarity of tradition and 

performance, representing the forces of stability and change constantly negotiated by 

individual actors expressing old patterns in new ways.  The dilemma forced the 

development of what Ben-Amos called “a concept of tradition as performance itself”23 

(124).  This idea remains dominant in scholarship today. 

Many contemporary scholars have replaced the problematic idea of studying 

folklore as a static text, removed from the context of community life, with the notion 

that folklife reveals itself in artfully conceived performances keyed to move an 

audience.  Thus, we no longer study only the text of a sermon, for instance.  But, as 

Gerald L. Davis urged in I Got the Word in Me and I Can Sing It, You Know, we now 

consider the performance of sermon as narrative event, analyzing everything from the 

pace and timing of delivery to the accompanying gestures to the audience’s 

participation.  For in this larger context of “acting in common,” folklorists seek the 

cultural practices, the traditions, which make meaning in communities. 
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As members of Little Zion “act in common” through church events or 

reflective storytelling they engage in the performance of their religion that defines the 

boundaries of this group more strongly than any other force.  Noyes explained, 

“Community is a felt reality. . . . made real in performance by means. . . [such as] 

repetition, formalization and ‘consensus’” (468).  Thus, with each repetition of 

activities like prayers, songs, Biblical readings, even rites of passage, the group 

strengthens its sense of itself as a whole of many parts.  With the formalization of 

language and gestures in the preacher’s chanted sermon and in the order of services, 

participants experience the same bonding.  Noyes (citing Fernandez) described this as 

a process of coming to “consensus:”  

With the coordination of collective action. . . 
participants achieve what James Ferndandez calls “con-sensus,” 
from its etymological root of “feeling together.”  This 
confluence of feeling happens both within the individual, as 
different senses carry in coordinated messages, and in the 
collectivity, as individuals undergo the same experience in 
concert (Fernandez 1988).24  (469) 
  

In these analyses, current theorists have validated my own sense that Little 

Zion Baptist Church exists not in the building that bears its name, but in the activities 

of the generations of people who have built and tended the five successive structures 

that have stood on the same remote Greene County hill.  But, despite its popularity 

with folklorists for its ability to incorporate a wider context for collected material, 

performance theory suffers one significant flaw.  Jeff Todd Titon pointed this out 

1995:  “One of the more troubling implications of the theatrical metaphor, in a 

discipline that gives such weight to sincerity and authenticity, is that performances 

have been staged; and no matter how much performance-oriented folklorists protest 
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that they do not mean to imply inauthenticity, they cannot bind the connotations of 

their metaphor to their own wishes” (“Text” 436).  Such a drawback probably could 

have been recognized decades ago, had scholars listened more closely to those from 

whom they collected material.   

In the case of collecting at Little Zion, such a recognition means keeping the 

focus ultimately beyond scholarship, on the Rev. James Carter’s higher understanding 

that recognizes, “All is vanity,/ Except/ When God is at the front/ Of all of what you 

do.”  Many people in this community take offense at the notion of religion as 

“performed,” in the sense of staged for theatrical effect, because the concept 

undermines the truth of their experiences at Little Zion.    

So the concept of performance as a vehicle for tradition finally will be 

subsumed by the voices of church members, who do not “communicate artistically,” 

to paraphrase Ben-Amos’ definition of folklore, so much as pray and testify, “get 

happy” and shout, witnessing with Jesus all in the soul.  For the members of this 

church don’t need folklife scholars to reassure them that their traditions — from their 

lore to their culture — will continue.  Rev. James Carter preached during the Youth 

Day sermon cited earlier: 

Sometimes we have a tendency to think that/ 
When our old people die out/ 
The church is gonna die./ 
But God’s church/ 
Is gonna keep on going./ 
It’s gonna keep on growing./ 
And we can see that/ 
In the young folks that we have,/ 
Plenty of boys and plenty of girls./ 
We count our blessings today. (10/18/1996)  
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Figure 5:  Little Zion boy 
at his grandparents’ 
home.  

 

Figure 4:  Little Zion boy at 
his grandparents’ home.  Figure 3:  Little Zion 

children at church. 
 

 
 
                                                 

Endnotes 

1Deacon Ed Carter is speaking to his grandson, Rev. James Carter here, 

in a videotaped family history documented on July 26-27, 1987.  Rev. James 

Carter shared the video with me on September 6, 1998. 

2 Eutaw is the county seat, about 10 miles from Boligee. 

3According to federal census data, Blacks comprised 80.3 percent of 

the 9,923 people living in the county in 2000, while whites numbered 19.1 

percent (U.S. Census State and County QuickFacts).  In 1999, per capita 

income totaled $13,686, with 34.3 percent of residents living below the 

poverty line.  This figure is one of the country’s highest, as 40 counties 

nationwide reported a higher percentage of impoverished citizens that year 

(U.S. Census Census 2000 Summary File 3 – Sample Data).   

4 This structure is modeled on Elaine Lawless’ Holy Women, Wholly 

Women:  Sharing Ministries of Wholeness Through Life Stories and 
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Reciprocal Ethnography.  She also suggested her work could be read in several 

ways:   

I have invited the reader to read the life stories at a point in the 
text of my chapters where the reader “meets” a particular woman 
or “hears” her voice.  But the reader also has a choice.  If you 
would rather read all of the life stories of the women in this study 
first, before venturing into the discussion of them, the way they 
are presented in the book will make it easy to do so.  If, on the 
other hand, you would rather read the ethnographic and 
analytical material first and then read the life stories, that, too, 
will be easy to accomplish.  (6) 
 
5 The Greene County Historical Society’s publications include:  A 

Goodly Heritage:  A History of Greene Co.; Eutaw:  The Builders and 

Architecture of an Ante-Bellum Southern Town; Welcome to Black Belt 

Pilgrimage 1972:  Greene County and Gainesville; and The Heritage of 

Greene County, Alabama. 

6 The text notes, “Most eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-century 

Southern liberals, including Cocke, [Thomas] Jefferson, and James Madison, 

advocated the colonization of American blacks as a solution to the race 

problem in America and indirectly as a way of promoting gradual 

emancipation” (27).  

7 In Civil War and Reconstruction in Alabama, Walter Fleming 

described the various sharecropping arrangements common throughout the 

state:   

. . . the usual designations were “on halves,” “third and fourth,” 
and “standing rent.”  The tenant “on halves” received one-half 
the crop, did all the work, and furnished his own provisions.  
The planter furnished land, houses to live in, seed, ploughs, 
hoes, teams, wagons, ginned the cotton, paid for half the 
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fertilizer, and “went security” for the negro for a year’s credit at 
the supply store in town, or he furnished the supplies himself, 
and charged them against the negro’s share of the crop.  The 
“third and fourth” plan varied according to locality and time, 
and depended upon what the tenant furnished.  Sometimes the 
planter furnished everything, while the negro gave only his 
labor and received one-fourth of the crop; again, the planter 
furnished all except provisions and labor and gave the negro 
one-third of the crop. . . . 
 “Standing rent” was the highest form of tenancy, and 
only responsible persons, white or black, could rent under that 
system.  It called for a fixed or “standing” rent for each acre or 
farm, to be paid in money or in cotton.  The unit of value in 
cotton was a 500-pound bale of middle grade on October 1st. 
(723-724) 
 
8 The reference here is to Richard Bauman and Roger D. Abrahams’  

. . . And Other Neighborly Names. 

9 I should note that my religious education growing up Roman Catholic 

during the 1970s emphasized ethics and community service, not the mysticism 

familiar to previous generations of Catholics.  

10 For an excellent depiction of this mixture between the mundane, or 

earthy, and the transcendent in African American religious speech, see Julius 

Lester’s Black Folktales.  In “How God Made the Butterflies,” for example: 

the Lord had just finished making the world, and sat back in his 
big ol’ rocking chair to look it over. 
 “Not a bad job, if I say so myself.”  He lit up a cigar 
and was feeling pretty good about it until he noticed that the 
world looked kind of bare.  (3) 
 

The text even includes a fabulous illustration by Tom Feelings of God as an 

old Black man, resting from the supernatural work of creation by sitting in the 

clouds in his rocker, smoking a cigar. 
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11 Recognition of this bias abounds in contemporary folklore.  Consider 

this account, written for a popular audience, by Harold Courlander in 1976: 

A problem that concerns collectors and transcribers of U.S. 
Negro lore – or that doesn’t concern them enough – is the 
question of how precise and faithful one ought to be in 
representing the dialect.  A majority of the earlier chroniclers of 
Negro tales and songs saw vernacular and pronunciation as 
integral to images, ideas and substance.  The result was an 
inordinate stress on pronunciation, and orthography that 
bordered on the bizarre.  Joel Chandler Harris, for example, was 
wont to have Uncle Remus say, “Brer Rabbit wuz goin’ home,” 
instead of “was,” or Brer Rabbit bin thinkin’ ‘bout this thing,” 
instead of “been.” . . .  The speech of whites normally was 
represented in traditional orthography, even though some of 
them pronounced various words much the same as did the 
blacks.  A concept of quaintness dominated the transcription or 
rendering of Negro speech.  (258) 
 

Of course, the effort to be “precise” and “faithful” in representing someone 

else’s speech patterns, while failing also to recognize those of the transcriber, 

constructs a cultural superiority wherein the collector’s very precision reveals 

his or her own biases perhaps more clearly than any dialect represented on the 

page.  

12 I’ve chosen to represent the use of “gonna” literally, for instance, as 

changing the form to “going to” significantly changes the tone and flow of the 

speaker’s statement.   

13 The reference is to James Clifford and George E. Marcus’ Writing 

Culture. 

14 In the transcriptions of sermons, line breaks will be used to 

approximate the oral experience of the preacher’s rhythmic pauses during 
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delivery.  Forward slashes and parentheses will indicate the congregation’s 

responses which complete the rhythmic lines. 

15 In fact, this quote comes from Stahl’s 1989 book, paraphrasing her 

1977 definition provided in “The Personal Narrative as Folklore.”  I chose the 

later source because it succinctly summed up the article’s extended 

consideration of the term’s meaning.   

16 The reference is to Roger D. Abrahams’ “The Complex Relations of 

Simple Forms.” 

17 Ben-Amos cited Fanny Eckstrom and Phillips Barry for this 

distinction (2).   

18 A few examples include:  Alan Gailey in “The Nature of Tradition,” 

and Ruth Finnegan in “Tradition, But What Tradition and For Whom?”  

19 The reference is to Carl W. von Sydow’s Selected Papers on Folklore (12).     

20 See Richard Bauman’s “Differential Identity and the Social Base of 

Folklore” (33); Kenneth Goldstein’s A Guide for Field Workers in Folklore; and Barre 

Toelken’s textbook The Dynamics of Folklore (157-159, 292-293), among others. 

21 The reference here is to Glassie’s Passing the Time in Ballymenone. 

22 The reference here is to Abrahams’ “Toward an Enactment-Centered 

Theory of Folklore” (79).  

23 Ben-Amos cited Barre Toelken’s definition of tradition in The 

Dynamics of Folklore (32) as an example. 
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24 James Fernandez, “Isn’t There Anything Out there We Can All 

Believe In?”  Paper read at the Institute for Advanced Study School of Social 

Science, 1988. 
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Chapter II:  Little Zion in the Community 
 

John answered, saying unto them all, I indeed baptize you with 
water; but one mightier than I cometh, the latchet of whose shoes I 
am not worthy to unloose:  he shall baptize you with the Holy 
Ghost and with fire: (Luke 3:16) 

 
 I went to the Mason meeting that night and got home 
somewhere between eight and nine o’clock.  The fire chief son called 
over here and said, “They called for the fire trucks.”  Said Zion church 
on fire.   
 So I got in my truck and went on up there.  When I turned back 
northwest, I could see that light way up in the air.  You know, I don’t 
know how I got up there.  I got so shocked.  I drove up there, and I 
drove that truck too close, and it burned up everything.  When I backed 
up, I had a flat tire.  I don’t remember saying nothing.  Put the air in 
the tire and come on back here.   
 I ain’t done nothing; there wasn’t nothing I could do.  That’s 
the awefullest sight I want to see.  I hated it so bad, but there wasn’t 
nothing I could do.  That church been built five times to my knowing.  
Brush arbor.  Log church.  Frame church.  And two brick churches. 
 I said, “Lord, what’d they burned up that church for?  I don’t 
know nobody, ain’t done nothing to nobody to burn the church up.”  
 But during that time some white folks had come up there and 
started singing and praying with us.  The man that lives just across the 
road from Zion got converted.  He got converted, and he started 
coming over there, trying to get us to join up with them.  Instead of him 
joining up with us, they trying to get us to join up with them. Him and 
two more fellows, one was a preacher.  They come there, and we have a 
service on a Wednesday night, and they’re trying to get in with us.   
 I began to think, would this burning come up by somebody that 
didn’t like them coming to this church?  But after they burned down the 
other churches, I said, “Well, them coming to our church didn’t have 
nothing to do with it.”  Nobody didn’t have nothing against us ‘cause 
we’re trying to celebrate with them, to integrate.  They burned up 
Mount Zoar that same night, about near that same time.  They set the 
one on fire, come on and set the other on fire.  They had burned down 
Mount Zion two or three weeks ahead.  (Deacon Ed Carter 8/12/97)1
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 Until Little Zion’s destruction by fire on January 11, 1996, many church 

members had lived in a community within a few miles of this structure, founded 

generations ago on a remote hill in western Greene County, Alabama.  Mrs. Johnnie 

Mae Busby Jackson, for instance, grew up at Little Zion and was baptized there by 

long-time pastor Rev. Lewis.  After moving away in her early adulthood and raising 

seven children, she returned to her aging parents’ home in the 1980s.  She has 

remained since their deaths.  On a fall afternoon in 1996 she settled into a hanging 

porch swing, sipped iced tea, and offered this observation as she looked out over her 

front yard and the neighborhood beyond: 

 
 For my parents’ generation, the church was where you got 
your security.  That was your strength.  That was your rock.  We were 
chopping cotton during the week and we needed the church on 
Sunday.  The church was where you got your consolation.  
Everybody would get together and sing and pray and relieve all that 
pressure. 
 And the 
community meant a lot.  
You could go and talk 
to the neighbors.  My 
mom was friends with 
this one lady and she 
would go see her, and 
then the neighbor 
would walk back part 
of the way home with 
my mom.  They would 
stand there and talk 
awhile and then they 
would walk another 
piece together.  Until 
the darkness finally 
came and they said 
good night.   

Figure 6:  Mrs. Johnnie Busby Jackson 
is interviewed on her front porch on 
October 19, 1996. 

 If somebody in the neighborhood got sick, the oldest person 
would come and stay with that person until they were better.  And 
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when you cooked your dinner, you always put a little something extra 
in the pot, because you never knew who might come on by.  

 

For many Little Zion members, Mrs. Busby Jackson included, the communities of 

church, neighborhood and family coincide, as the church draws its congregation from 

homes within a few miles in this rural countryside.  In fact, many of the homes within 

view from the porch swing above maintain ties to Little Zion, “acting in common,” as 

Dorothy Noyes defined community, “to pray and sing and relieve all that pressure,” 

as Mrs. Busby Jackson described it. 

The central role of the church in rural, Southern African American 

communities has been widely documented.  In Community in a Black Pentecostal 

Church Melvin Williams offered a succinct summary of these observations: 

  
According to Frazier (1968), the church was the most 

important association next to the family in the Black rural South 
(see also Billings, 1934; Brunner, 1923).2  The church and its 
membership often determined the limits of the rural community, 
which frequently bore its name.  The church was the most 
important means of community expression, and rural southern 
Blacks made financial and material sacrifices to maintain it. (9) 

 

In fact, at Little Zion and most other African American churches, frequent references 

are made to the congregation as a “church family,” with congregants addressing each 

other as “brothers” and “sisters” in Christ, in effect verbally elevating church 

relationships to the intimacy and importance of family.3  

In the family video mentioned at the outset of Chapter I, Deacon Ed Carter 

used a story from Aesop’s Fables4 to illustrate poignantly his sense of family gaining 

strength by standing together in the community of church. “One time I heard my 
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father say that there was a man, had seven sons, and he had done got old, and he was 

getting ready to die.  So he told them to go out there and bring him seven sticks, and 

they went out and brought him seven sticks.  He said, ‘Now you take these sticks and 

break them as I tell you.’”  Deacon Carter then picked up twelve sticks, one to 

represent each of his descendents, whom he named one by one.  He then held one 

stick apart, saying, “This is my oldest son.  See, you can break it.”  He then added 

two more sticks, representing his younger sons.  “Can you break three sticks?  Try to 

break them.  Can’t break them.”  He then added each of the other sticks to the bundle, 

naming each descendant represented as he did so.  With the bundle of twelve sticks 

held tightly together, Deacon Carter explained: 

 
The Bible say, “Together we stand.  Divided we fall.”5  If you brothers, 
sons, grandsons stay together, ain’t no way in the world that nobody 
break you. . . .  Stay together just like I give you that ball of sticks there 
in your hand that won’t break.  Keep the Lord as your leader and your 
guide, and I believe that you’ll rest in peace. 
  

 Deacon Carter’s grandson, Rev. James Carter, asserted that in this family, 

“keep[ing] the Lord as your leader” 

meant maintaining close ties to Little 

Zion.  “I come up in the church,” he 

remembered, noting that his earliest 

memory is of being taken outside during 

services, chastised for biting his mother’s 

breast while nursing.  “Sunday School 

was a must,” he added succinctly, adding 
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Figure 7:  Rev. James Carter sits with 
his son at nearby St. Matthews Baptist 
Church in October, 1996.  Little Zion’s 
congregation worshipped here during 
the rebuilding effort. 



that by the time he was six or seven he understood the concept of prayer and could 

sing many hymns.  “It’s been a family experience.  My family takes the spiritual side 

of life more important than any other.”  

Figure 8:  
Sign for 
Little Zion 
Baptist 
Church. 

For members of this community, Little Zion is clearly the dominant landmark 

in the countryside.  Those interviewed almost always gave me directions around 

Greene County using Little Zion for orientation -- even though the church site 

remains nestled in some trees, mostly out of view from the nearby 

road and surrounding houses.  (As an outsider to this region, I was 

never quite sure I was on the road to Little Zion until I came across 

the small sign pointing up the hill!)  One summer afternoon in 

2003, I was surprised by the arrival of three church members at 

Little Zion.  The women said they regularly gather at the church to 

exercise, walking laps up the paved hill of the driveway and around the parking lot.  

 But in fact, beyond this church community, Little Zion remained remarkably 

invisible before the 1996 fire.  A United States Geological Survey (USGS) map of the 

Forkland, Alabama, quadrangle seems symbolic in its oversight of the church.  

Though detailed enough to include individual houses, this map fails to document the 

presence of the church in its 1947 edition, and in its 1979 photorevision only notes 

the presence of a building, rather than a named church as is USGS’ convention 

(Forkland, Alabama).   

 Little Zion also seems to have been excluded from published histories of 

Greene County, generally written by whites.  For example, A Goodly Heritage:  

Memories of Greene County, published in 1977 by the Greene County Historical 
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Society, contains histories mainly of local white churches, even though scores of 

African American houses of worship dot the countryside.  Similarly, the brief 

pamphlet A Visitor’s Guide to Historic Greene County, given to tourists at least as 

late as 1996 at the Greene County Visitor Center in Eutaw, highlights mostly white 

churches and makes no mention of Little Zion.  

 The cultural and historical “invisibility” of African American spiritual life has 

been decried since W.E.B. DuBois drew his famous metaphor at the beginning of the 

twentieth century of the “veil,” which separates the experiences of Blacks from those 

of whites in America, rendering this entire minority culture invisible to the majority.  

“Leaving then, the white world, I have stepped within the Veil, raising it that you 

may view faintly its deeper recesses -- the meaning of its religion, the passion of its 

human sorrow, and the struggle of its greater souls,” he eloquently asserted in Souls 

of Black Folk (xii).  Albert Raboteau traced the invisibility of African American 

religious institutions to the underdocumented worship traditions among slaves: 

We should speak of the “invisibility” of slave religion 
with irony; it is the neglect of slave sources by historians which 
has been the main cause of this invisibility.  Studies by John 
Blassingame, Sterling Stuckey, Lawrence Levine, Eugene 
Genovese, and others have demonstrated the fallacy in 
assuming that slaves left no articulate record of their 
experience.  Blassingame’s The Slave Community and Slave 
Testimony, Genovese’s Roll, Jordan, Roll, and Levine’s Black 
Culture and Black Consciousness eloquently prove that there 
are indeed ample sources deriving from the slaves themselves.  
I have tried to investigate slave narratives, black 
autobiographies, and black folklore in order to gather, literally 
out of the mouths of former slaves, the story of their religious 
experiences during slavery. (Slave Religion x) 

  
Likewise, this dissertation relies primarily on the voices of Little Zion’s church 

members to construct a narrative undocumented and unavailable elsewhere.   
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 Of course, the irony here is that in the very moment of its destruction by fire, 

Little Zion suddenly became visible to the world beyond the small community of 

worshippers it has served for generations.  As the flames lit up the night sky, they 

alerted many in Greene County to the possibility of racially motivated arson, 

establishing a suspicious pattern between this fire and the one that destroyed nearby 

Mt. Zoar Baptist Church on the same evening.  The fire also seemed eerily similar to 

two burnings a few weeks earlier in Greene County, one that destroyed Mt. Zion 

Baptist Church and another that left Jerusalem Baptist Church intact.  And, of course, 

the burning also harkened back to the widespread violence against Black churches 

during the Civil Rights Movement, including the infamous Birmingham, Alabama, 

church firebombing in 1963 that killed four little girls.   

Almost immediately, Little Zion’s destruction received national and even 

international attention in the mainstream media, with newspapers like the New York 

Times and the Washington Post picking up the story by January 20 and January 23, 

respectively.6  By early February, both the Federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and 

Firearms (ATF) and the U.S. Justice Department had launched investigations into the 

Boligee fires as part of a suspicious pattern of church fires in Alabama and 

Tennessee.  James Cavanaugh, special agent in charge of the Alabama ATF office, 

told the New York Times, “We are looking at whether there is any organized and 

conspiratorial ring traveling from state to state” (Smothers “Black Church Fires”).  

Though the investigations failed to unearth a conspiracy, they concluded that these 

church fires were part of a nationwide rash of violence against Black churches that 

began as early as January, 1995 (Booth). 
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Little Zion certainly was not the first rural Black church to burn under 

suspicious circumstances in the mid 1990s.  And, as will be explored later in this 

chapter, this small Boligee church would not be the last of this disturbing trend.  Yet, 

perhaps because Little Zion and Mt. Zoar burned together on one night, those fires 

touched off national and international concern and debate about racially motivated 

violence against houses of worship.  People a world away from the local community 

served by this little church in rural Greene County suddenly knew of the loss. 

This chapter will explore Little Zion’s place in the surrounding community, 

from both outsider and insider perspectives.  Outsiders include federal officials, the 

news media and its public -- and me as folklife student and activist -- whose interest 

in this church began in the wake of the burning.  Insiders include church members for 

whom the fire meant the loss of a sacred home with a long history in Greene County 

daily life, from the ending of slavery to decades of sharecropping to the Civil Rights 

Movement and beyond.  This chapter will also explore the interaction between 

outsider and insider viewpoints during the cooperative rebuilding effort, when Little 

Zion’s place in Greene County was literally restored with the construction of the new 

brick church in the summer of 1996.  Though no movement toward an insider’s 

understanding of Little Zion will be seen in such outsider interactions as media 

coverage, I hope to trace the beginnings of a shift in my own awareness, however 

limited, toward an insider’s understanding of this church community.  As noted in the 

introduction, this attempt will be marked by the subordination of my own and all 

other viewpoints to those of Little Zion’s members.   
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The reader should be aware, however, that since this chapter traces the path of 

my own experience, the collected memories will not be presented in strictly 

chronological order.  Chapter II moves from the burning as a loss of place in the 

community, through an exploration of that place -- documenting churchgoers’ 

memories of Little Zion in Greene County from around the Great Depression to the 

1990s.  Finally, the chapter ends with the 1996 rebuilding and restoration of Little 

Zion on its hill in western Alabama.   

 
The Burning:  “Whys back up to whys” 

As word spread that Little Zion was on fire during the evening of January 11, 

1996, church members said they immediately began trying to make sense of the 

violence, to incorporate the tragedy into the longer narrative of the life of this church, 

which began at least as early as emancipation, possibly even decades earlier.  Not 

only did they witness the burning, describing in detail in conversations for this 

project where they were when they got the news and what they saw when they drove 

to the church that evening, they also witnessed about the tragedy, testifying to its 

religious significance in their lives.  In this context, the fire becomes symbolic, the 

language used by the divine to communicate with the earthly, read by church 

members through the tenets of Christianity.  This belief system subsumes all secular 

explanations for the burning, especially those focused on race relations in this 

segregated Southern county.  Members often subordinated the question of whether 

arsonists burned the church out of racial hatred to that of why God allowed it to 

happen.  What divine message did the event convey?   
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It should be noted that during interviews for this project, the context of the 

collection of church memories probably encouraged the Little Zion community to 

discuss the burning from a spiritual perspective.  Church members might have 

focused more strongly on the significance of arson to a national crisis in race 

relations, for instance, had I framed my questions from this angle.  But, as asserted 

earlier, I tried to do as little framing as possible, to allow this community to shape the 

story told for this project.  Finally, it should also be noted that in conversations with a 

white outsider, the language of spirituality might have provided a transcendent 

perspective on the ugliness of racism.   

This move to transform the political into the spiritual happens weekly in 

sermons throughout the country, and Little Zion’s members have plenty of experience 

both hearing, and in many cases, preaching, in this way.  In fact, Gerald Davis called 

this transformation the “weighted secular factor” in African American preaching, 

even asserting that it is unique to the Black church tradition in this country:  

The point remains, however, that whatever the political views and 
sentiments of the African-American preacher, he is intimately attuned 
to the daily secular needs of his congregation and to the social and 
political environment in which Black life in the United States is lived 
and acted out.  He may use the perfection of the Christian life as 
example, as framework, but his focus is riveted on his congregation’s 
need to live a fully experiencing daily, secular congregation’s need to 
live a fully experiencing daily, secular existence.  Hence, the “weighted 
secular” factor in African-American sermon performance is a key 
concept in distinguishing the African-American sermon from sermons 
of other cultural groups.7  (64)  
 
Even the very image of fire might have encouraged Little Zion’s members to 

weight any secular response to the burning within a spiritual context.  As suggested 

by the Bible quote at the outset of this chapter from which the title of this project is 
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derived, fire symbolizes the touch of the Spirit in Christian understanding.  As Glenn 

Hinson pointed out in Fire in My Bones, the prophet Jeremiah described the Lord’s 

anointing touch as “a burning fire shut up in my bones (Jeremiah 20:9),” (11).  

Hinson elaborated, “Rev. Bryant detailed how the anointing sometimes felt like a 

chill, sometimes like ‘electricity,’ sometimes like burning heat. . .” (19).  In fact, 

Baptist deacon Edward Denkins reportedly responded to Hinson’s question about the 

anointing, “’Now, if you was connected into this realm as a heir of our Lord and 

savior Jesus, you – you, sitting right there asking the question – Amen! – you would 

catch on fire too!” (19).  Little Zion members often told me that in a powerful 

worship service, the church will “burn” or “get on fire.”  Descriptions of fire as God’s 

transforming power resonate throughout the collected narratives and imbue the 

church burning with a sense of divine purpose.    

In contrast, news media and other outsiders who came to Little Zion in the 

wake of the burning searched for purely secular explanations:  Who might have 

burned this church and why?  Was this burning part of a national outbreak of church 

arsons motivated by racial hatred?  For the most part, they received secular answers 

from secular sources like Boligee’s mayor and the local district attorney.  Rev. Lewis, 

Little Zion’s long-time pastor at the time, however, occasionally shifted the dialogue 

into spiritual terms.  He told the New York Times on June 23, for example: 

 
All I know is that I have turned it over to God, and He is 

giving us a new church. . . .  The spirit is with us, and if we go 
falsely accusing anybody, the spirit will leave us.  I don’t know 
who set these fires and why they were doing it.  But I’ll tell you 
one thing.  They were messing with the wrong man. (Smothers, 
“Burning of Black Churches” 14) 
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Outsider interest in Little Zion’s destruction began just beyond the church 

community, with stories in both Greene County newspapers.  The Democrat, read 

largely by the Black population, led its’ January 17 weekly edition with the headline, 

“Arson could be cause of churches burning,” and quoted District Attorney Barrown 

Lankster,8 “Sometimes you cannot afford to overlook the obvious, and these burnings 

certainly are coincidental enough to raise some serious questions about arson, racism 

and hate crimes” (“Arson”).  In the article, Lankster pointed out about Little Zion and 

Mt. Zoar: 

that the two churches were in the same general area, rural 
Boligee; that both were very secluded; that both burned within 
the same time frame; that both fit the national pattern of 
burnings of black churches; that two other churches had caught 
fire within the last month in Greene County -- Jerusalem 
Baptist, which survived the fire; and Mt. Zion in Boligee, which 
burned down. . . (“Arson”) 

 

Lankster also noted a suspicious coincidence between the burnings and both local 

newspapers’ announcements the previous day that several young white men had 

received prison sentences on convictions of vandalizing Black churches in nearby 

Sumter County.  “I’m not saying that the same people burned churches in Greene as 

vandalized the churches in Sumter.  But it could be retaliation for their sentencing,” 

Lankster was quoted (“Arson”).  The Democrat also quoted several unnamed sources 

in the community who discarded the possibility of accidental burnings, noting that at 

Mt. Zoar, the utilities had been cut off after the last service.  Finally, the article noted 

a coincidence between the proximity of the burnings to the national holiday in honor 

of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. (“Arson”).  
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The Independent, the newspaper serving the white community, also 

highlighted the likelihood of arson under such suspicious circumstances, but did not 

focus on the possibility that the destruction was racially motivated.  The January 18 

front page story led with Boligee Mayor Buddy Lavender’s9 assertion that “there’s no 

doubt that it’s arson,” especially given the lack of electric and gas utilities at Mt. Zoar 

(Parker, “Authorities”).   Lavender was quoted, “These churches10 are 200 years old, 

and for all of them to burn down, and two of them in one night, something is wrong” 

(Parker “Authorities”).  In a February 14, 1996, editorial the Independent stated 

outright, “Greene County’s loss of churches to fires that, quite honestly, must have 

been deliberately set, is disturbing” (“Ashes and Ashes”).  However, this newspaper 

did not highlight anyone’s concern that the burnings followed the sentencing of the 

three young Sumter County men for vandalizing Black churches, or that the 

destruction preceded the Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. holiday.  Instead, the initial news 

story featured Lavender’s opinion that local citizens could not be responsible, unless 

they were conducting “copy cat” church burnings of several which had been reported 

in Tennessee the previous year.  The article concluded, “As for [local] racial tension, 

Lavender said he doesn’t see any” (“Ashes and Ashes”). 

As noted earlier, news of the burnings went national within a few days.  The 

New York Times article, “Black Church Fires Are Under U.S. Review,” emphasized 

the ATF concern that the incidents might involve a racially motivated conspiracy 

(Smothers).  ATF Alabama office chief James Cavanaugh said, “We are looking at the 

possibility of a racial motive, and the key word for us is whether it’s regional” 

(Smothers).  Cavanaugh noted similarities between the four Boligee area fires and four 
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arsons at Black churches in western Tennessee the previous year, with all occurring at 

rural Black Baptist churches late at night and causing no injuries.   He also cited 

another Tennessee fire, which occurred in Knoxville on January 8 -- just three days 

before the burnings of Little Zion and Mt. Zoar.  In this clearly racially motivated 

attack, an integrated church was firebombed and spray-painted with racist graffiti.  

Cavanaugh said investigators did not believe this burning fit the pattern of the other 

incidents, however (Smothers).  

The Washington Post piece that ran three days later pointed out that the 

burning of Little Zion and Mt. Zoar on January 11 “follows a series of attacks on 

black churches both in adjoining Sumter County and in nearby Tennessee,” (Pressley 

A8) and asserted that “residents here, black and white, can no longer deny that race 

was the motivation” (A1).  The surety expressed in this statement, however, clearly 

revealed reporter Sue Anne Pressley’s outsider viewpoint.  While some local residents 

told the Democrat they suspected racism, others, such as Mayor Lavender quoted 

above, asserted in the Independent that racism could not have been a factor in these 

burnings.  And, if my interviews with Little Zion’s members serve as any indicator, 

local residents’ acceptance of race as a motivator did not break down neatly along 

demographic lines.  As will be explored later, several Blacks told me they didn’t 

believe the burning to be deliberate, or to be racially motivated, because Little Zion’s 

members have good relationships with the local white community.   

In the same article, Ms. Pressley described contemporary Boligee as a town 

where racial attitudes appear not to have changed much since the 1960s, where whites 

still refer to blacks as “colored people,” and where de facto segregation is practiced in 
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schools and other public buildings (A8).  Again, she speaks with the conviction of an 

outsider.  Local residents disagree sharply in their assessments of racial tension in 

Greene County, as will be explored in detail in this chapter.  Of course, the context of 

comments made -- whether in interviews with the press or me, or in community 

forums sponsored by federal Justice Department officials -- must be considered when 

attempting to gain some understanding of local residents’ attitudes.  

  Nevertheless, articles like this one by out-of-town journalists attempting to 

gain a lifetime’s worth of cultural understanding in a few interviews,11 helped to 

move the news of Little Zion’s burning from a local story of suspicious coincidence 

into the national debate about widespread racial hatred and possible conspiracy to 

commit hate crimes against African American houses of worship. 

On February 8, the Justice Department made national headlines with the 

announcement of a civil rights investigation into the church burnings in Alabama and 

Tennessee.  The announcement followed the NAACP’s release of a letter calling for 

an investigation of potential civil rights abuses, which had been sent to Attorney 

General Janet Reno in January.  The Justice Department also hinted at a broader 

inquiry into Black church burnings, as civil rights division spokesperson Myron 

Marlin confirmed that the number of fires under investigation totaled more than eight 

-- the number of suspicious fires reported in Alabama and Tennessee over the 

previous year (Fletcher, “U.S. Investigates Suspicious Fires”; “U.S. Investigates 

Fires,” and others).  On the same day, USA Today reported that at least 17 African 

American churches nationwide had been damaged by arson since 1995 (Fields and 

Watson).   
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In June, President Bill Clinton established the National Church Arson Task 

Force (NCATF) in response to federal detection “in early 1996” of “a sharp rise in 

the number of reported attacks on our nation’s houses of worship, especially African 

American churches in the South,” according to its January, 2000, Third Year Report 

for the President (United States NCATF 1).  This task force united the efforts of state 

and local law enforcement officials, fire prevention personnel, the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms, and others.  And on July 

3, the President signed the Church Arson Prevention Act of 1996, giving federal 

authorities more power to prosecute those who commit crimes against houses of 

worship. 

 Meanwhile, the national news media, which had completely overlooked the 

1995 fires, began reporting each new incident in what they now called “a rash of 

church fires” (Smith and Peyser) or a “wave of church burnings” (Booth A1).  As the 

arsons continued, the nation -- and even the entire world -- tried to find a pattern, to 

make sense of the violence directed disproportionately against Southern Black 

churches, and Little Zion and the other Alabama churches burned in December and 

January remained in the public eye.  By June 26, Boligee Mayor Buddy Lavender 

told the Independent he had talked to 73 reporters on the subject.  He was quoted, 

“I’ve been in People Magazine, on television in Holland, Australia, Switzerland, 

Japan . . . and I’ve talked to reporters from the Washington Post, Miami Herald, New 

Orleans Times Picayune, Atlanta Constitution and the Los Angeles Times” (Parker, 

“Funds Rebuilding Churches” 2).  
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 But almost as quickly as coverage of the story had begun in the national and 

international media, it fizzled.  In May, Justice and Treasury department officials told 

a House Judiciary Committee hearing that federal officials had not uncovered 

evidence of a national conspiracy to burn churches (Fletcher, “No Linkage Found,” 

and others).  Although most of those convicted had been young white males, only a 

few had been linked with racist organizations.  U.S. Assistant Attorney General for 

Civil Rights Deval Patrick suggested instead “a climate of racial division across the 

country” as a trigger for the violence (quote later reported in Booth A7).  In June, a 

USA Today article, “White churches equally subject to arson,” questioned the heavy 

media focus on racial motivation for the burnings, noting that, “white churches are 

burning too” (Sharn and Fields).  In fact, the article said, of the 59 fires investigated 

by the ATF since 1995, 30 targeted Black churches while 29 damaged white houses 

of worship.  Of course, the article noted that proportionally far more African 

American churches had burned, as only 65,000 of the 350,000 houses of worship 

nationwide draw predominantly Black congregations.  No matter, the course of the 

national debate had changed.  Attention now centered on the role of the media in 

fanning the flames of racism, and on the possibility that the coverage had spurred 

“copy cat” crimes by arsonists craving the attention.   

 In October, when the well-respected Columbia Journalism Review printed an 

article by free-lance writer Joe Holley, arguing that the church burnings should be 

covered as isolated local events, the story died.  Holley asserted that the national and 

international newsworthiness of the story lay in the possible operation of a 

widespread arson conspiracy.  When that conspiracy failed to materialize, the 
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burnings no longer merited out-of-town coverage, he reasoned.  In an opinion piece 

printed in the Philadelphia Inquirer in 1998, Katie Day argued convincingly that 

Holley’s article had “put the kibosh on national coverage of the church burnings.”  

Day said that while a clear conspiracy had not emerged, a national culture of racism 

had, reason enough for continued national interest.  She concluded: 

The media’s premature (and misinformed) dropping of 
the church arson story -- largely because it lacked the drama of 
a central organized conspiracy -- has had devastating 
consequences. 

Had they stuck with the story longer, they would have 
seen plain old racial hatred working in too many of the cases.  
Perhaps a cultural conspiracy -- or a sense of social permission 
that it’s okay to torch churches -- is not considered newsworthy. 
But because the media abandoned the story, it’s now harder to 
get much-needed resources.  Faith communities already coping 
with the trauma of hate crimes now must add abandonment to 
their woes. 

And the national conscience, pricked by troubling 
images of churches in flames, is robbed of the opportunity to 
wrestle with the intransigent problem of racism.  
 

But the burnings did not stop when the media lost interest in the story.  

Between January, 1997, and August, 2000,12 the National Church Arson Task Force 

investigated 596 suspected arsons at houses of worship, including 209 in 1997, 165 in 

1998, 140 in 1999, and 82 in 2000, as of August 15 (United States NCATF, Charts Q, 

R, S).  Though the frequency of the fires certainly has declined, the incidents since the 

media turned away from this story outnumber the church arsons that received attention 

in 1995 and 1996:  596 to 349.  In fact, the most recent count of 82 suspicious fires in 

2000 remains much higher than the 52 fires in 1995 that initially aroused the concern 

of federal officials.  The burning of Little Zion remains near the beginning of a rash of 

suspicious church fires that lasted at least for several years. 
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By August, 2000, arrests had been made in connection with 342 of the 945 

church violence investigations, a rate of 36.2 percent, according to the NCATF 

(United States NCATF 1).  That arrest rate is more than double the national average of 

16 percent in arson cases, the report asserted (1).  However, the three Boligee area 

church remained among the 584 “pending investigations” (United States NCATF, 

Chart B). 

While outsiders came to Little Zion with secular concerns about possible arson 

and national trends in race relations, insiders remained focused on issues at once much 

narrower and broader than the question of who might have burned the church and 

why.  From their perspective in the neighborhood surrounding Little Zion, members 

saw the firelight in the sky as the church was destroyed.  What they lost could not be 

summed up in statistics about violence against churches, especially Black churches in 

the South.  Rather, they described the personal loss of a spiritual home.  At the same 

time, the Little Zion community focused far beyond the national political debate, 

enveloping secular questions into this search for divine answers.   

On a hot afternoon in the summer of 1996, Mrs. Mary V. Smith sat in her 

living room and shared these memories: 

It was like a tragedy when the church burned.  I was 
sitting almost exactly where you’re sitting when Deacon Carter 
called me and said, “The church on fire!”  

I said, “The church on fire?!”   
He talked so much, I couldn’t hardly believe it.  He said, 

“Yeah, the church on fire!”   
So I got up and went outside and looked.  I called Rev. 

Lewis and I told him that the church was on fire.   
He said, “What church?”   
I said, “Little Zion.” 
And he said, “Okay, I’ll be up there.”  He just hung up 

the phone.   
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So I got in the car with my daughter and we went up 
there.  We couldn’t get no farther than the road because the 
electric wire had fell down, and they wouldn’t let you go on up 
on the hill.  It just was a tragedy to see that church going up in 
flames like that.  It made me sad that night. 

  

Other members of Little Zion reported learning of the burning while out of 

town and rushing home in the aftermath.  Rev. Oscar Williams, who served as pastor 

from late 1999 until mid-2000, noted:  

I was in Virginia when I heard about the burning.  I was 
on the faculty at Virginia Tech for nearly seventeen years, head 
of the Institute for Leadership and Volunteer Development.  
Somebody called me about two or three o’clock in the morning 
to tell me the news, and I came down about a week later.   

I went out there, walked through the ashes, collected 
some of the old bricks, which I still have.  I sort of felt hurt.  I 
sort of felt it was a low down thing for anybody to do. 

 

Longtime member Mrs. Mary Constantine echoed this experience of coming home to 

tragedy, calling the burning one of the saddest times in her life and describing her 

return from Georgia to find the church in ashes.  “I was just really devastated to find 

out that people would want to burn the sanctuary.  I don’t even know how they could 

have a heart to even do a thing like that.” 

 Even Little Zion’s children told and retold the details of the burning, as if the 

tangible details could lend weight to the surreal experience.  One ten year old boy 

refused to look at me as he spoke quietly of his memory: 

I was nine when the church burned.  My grandma told 
us. She told us the day after it burned.  She said, “Did you know 
the church was burned down?”  I didn’t believe it.   

Granddad had went to the store.  Came in, said, “The 
church was burned down.”  Then I started crying.   

I feel sad.  I was a little mad, because I had loved that 
church. I loved the old church; it was the most beautiful church 
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I ever had. It was the only one we had, and we didn’t have 
another one.    

I went to see what was left.  I picked up bricks and 
looked at them.  We took pictures. 

 
Another little boy underscored the impact of the event throughout the community, 

noting that the first thing he can remember about Little Zion is that it burned down.  

Interviewed at age eight, he said: 

I was at home.  My dad just came in and said, “Little 
Zion burned down.”   

The next week we saw it.  When we drove up I saw the 
two doors just laying down there.  We walked around and we 
saw the white top of the church laying down, hanging.  All the 
bricks was burned and like somebody broke them up.  There 
wasn’t nothing but some bricks making a square around the 
church, everything else burned.   

 

 Certainly, these accounts embody a sense of grief at losing Little Zion.  But 

church members also looked beyond the physical structure, expressing greater concern 

that the burning was a warning from God about a need for spiritual renewal.  Rev. 

Willie C. Carter, for instance, described the fire not just as a physical crisis, but also a 

spiritual one: 

 
When Little Zion burned, that was a crisis time.  You 

know the Lord speaks in many different ways.  If a impact come 
upon our home or we come upon a tragedy, we say, “The Lord 
is speaking to me, telling me something.”  Most of the time he 
will warn me, and then if I don’t take heed tragedy will come 
upon me.  Little Zion burned down.  God was trying to tell us 
something.  I don’t know what it was.  But to me, I just feel like 
something was going on wrong in the church.  Something 
wasn’t right.  They had a thing with the arguing every Sunday.   

Reverend say, “Well the Lord gonna get tired of you all 
arguing so much.” 

I didn’t know that the church was gonna get burned, but 
it look to me like He trying to tell them something, and they 
won’t take heed.  The church burned down to the ground. 
(9/7/98) 
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In fact Rev. W.D. Lewis, pastor of Little Zion from 1950-1999, said the Spirit 

had already warned him directly that the congregation had strayed, that trouble was in 

store for Little Zion: 

 
I told them something was gonna happen to Little Zion.  

I said, “Something’s gonna happen.”  I didn’t know that the 
church was gonna burn quick as it did. 

The Spirit tell me four times something gonna happen.  I 
didn’t know exactly what.  But it tell me, “Something’s gonna 
happen.” 

The night of the burning, the Spirit tells me again 
something was gonna happen.  That time I thought it was about 
how my boy was acting, didn’t know it was about Little Zion. 

The church might well have been on fire then.  It burned 
before I went to bed. 

But I knew something was gonna happen.  I could see it. 
I think the Lord gave them a good lesson.  Everybody’s 

living high now, frustrated, don’t know what to eat, don’t know 
what to wear. 

Some rough days been through here and more of them 
coming. (9/5/98)   

 
 Deacon Henry T. Carter, instrumental in the reconstruction effort, also 

described his attempt to rebuild his relationship with God after the burning.    He said, 

“This thing didn’t happen just to be happening.  This thing happened for us to get 

serious.  It’s happened for us to be serious about our Father’s business.”  Deacon 

Carter prayed, “Lord, if there’s anything that I’m not doing right, just take it straight 

out of me.  Help me to be right.  Help me to be whole.”  Each member of Little Zion 

must come to understand God’s message in this tragedy, he explained, noting that 

“it’s gonna take some time for each individual to grow into knowledge of it, to come 

to their sense of Christian duty.”  

During interviews for this project, some members of the Little Zion 

community did consider the secular explanation of racially motivated arson for the 
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burning.  But even this speculation remained wrapped in the sense that God allowed 

these events for a divine purpose, as part of a divine communication with Little Zion.  

Deacon Henry T. Carter summed up the responses of many church members: 

If we were burned intentionally, God allowed Satan in 
for a purpose.  I read somewhere in the Bible the Lord have 
dominion over everything.  So God allowed Satan to move in.  
Maybe to gain our faith, help us become more stronger in the 
Lord, help us do His will.  God wants us to love one another 
and do His will and bring people to Christ.  He wants us to quit 
sugar-coating and quit shamming.  He wants real people.  He 
can’t use us if we don’t get real and serve Him. 

  

People in this community also expressed considerable uncertainty about why 

an outsider might direct a racially motivated attack against Little Zion.  As Deacon Ed 

Carter said at the beginning of this chapter, several whites had been attending Little 

Zion before the burning, and an African American man and a Caucasian woman had 

been married in the church community in 1991.  Rev. Eddie Carter,13 who grew up at 

Little Zion and now pastors a church in Birmingham, considered these possibilities, 

noting that Blacks and whites worshipping together in church “could have, may have, 

brought on some tension.” 

 Both Rev. Eddie Carter and Rev. Oscar Williams pointed to Little Zion’s civil 

rights activities as a focal point for racial hatred.  Rev. Williams noted: 

Little Zion was not burned out of love.  They did it out 
of meanness, a bit of racism, as well as meanness.  I am 
convinced of that.  Little Zion was very active in the 
Movement, and there is no doubt in my mind that that is one of 
the reasons it was burned.  No doubt in my mind.  Because of 
what Little Zion did and stood for in the Civil Rights 
Movement. 

Mt. Zoar, Mt. Zion and Little Zion:  All three churches 
were very active in the Movement.  I knew all of the pastors.  
The fellow who had one leg, Rev. Pickens, was very active in 
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the Movement.  When I say he was active, I mean that man with 
that crutch was everywhere.  At every civil rights meeting he 
was there riding that crutch.  Mt. Zoar’s pastor was very active 
too, although he was a young fellow, probably born in the ‘50s.  
All of them were there, but none any more than Lewis and 
Pickens.  Lewis was very much out there.  

  
Rev. Eddie Carter pointed to a commitment among the current leadership at Little 

Zion to the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and the local civil 

rights leader, Spiver Gordon: 

I believe Little Zion was burned because there were 
some people in our church who believe in SCLC.  I believe 
because, like my father, some others believe in a man by the 
name of Spiver Gordon, a leader of SCLC.  They support him.  
And  I believe -- now I’m saying I don’t know -- I believe that 
because my father wouldn’t turn and bow down to the enemy, 
because Brother Smothers and Rev. Lewis wouldn’t bow down 
to the enemy and wouldn’t talk against our people, I believe 
they burned our church.  I believe they burned our church 
because these people were spokesmen. 
  

 In fact, of those who speculated on what events might have triggered the 

burning, only Rev. Eddie Carter openly discussed who might have committed arson.  

As noted earlier, this question of criminal responsibility clearly highlighted an 

unbridgeable gap in the cultural divide between the members of this community and 

me.  Many people informed told me, “Everyone is talking about who did it,” but only 

Rev. Carter said: 

I believe Little Zion was burned by the Klan.  I believe 
the Klan was trying to gain attention, trying to show strength.  
But, by what they’ve done, if they only had known how the 
churches would be rebuilt, they would never have set fire to 
them.  I believe that because there are a few older ones in 
Greene County who exist; we still got to pay for this old hatred, 
bigotry, trying to scare, to put fear into people.  The white man 
trying to show his supremacy. 
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 But even Rev. Carter framed his explanation of the burning as an evil human 

act within divine intention.  He said God allowed the fire to happen so that the races 

would pull together in the rebuilding effort, because “a divided house cannot stand.”14   

If the fire drew attention, then God’s letting us know 
that He’s drawing nearer to us.  And we’re drawing nearer to 
God.  In the process, we need more Black and white who 
believe in Christ, who believe in equality, to come on and make 
it reality in 1997, show that we’re not gonna tolerate this evil 
force.   

We need more whites to come down and worship with 
us.  We need more whites to come here to get rid of hatred.  Go 
to Mount Zoar and to the other churches.  We need a race 
relation.  With all the hatred, we got to come together despite 
that. 

We’re gonna bring His love in spite of how we’re being 
treated.  We’re gonna set a good example of how we should 
live, and not get afraid.  Not be fearful of our lives.  Come on 
and worship, both male and female.  It’ll make a change in the 
society.   

The nation needs prayer.  The nation needs to come 
together.  We need the people of this nation to just come on to 
Little Zion anyway.  Come on and join in.  Because we are one 
brotherhood.  The Bible said, “Love the brotherhood.”  Love 
the brotherhood.  Because we can’t get to heaven -- we sure 
ain’t going to heaven -- until we get together.   

  

 Two church members speculated on the possibility that the church caught on 

fire accidentally.  Rev. Willie C. Carter suggested lightning could have struck the 

church, but also noted that an eyewitness said he thought he’d heard a bomb explode. 

 
I don’t know whether the lightning hit it or arson.  I 

don’t know.  You can’t say.  The two churches was in line, Mt. 
Zoar and Little Zion.  When the lightning hit Little Zion, it 
could have hit at Mt. Zoar same time.  I don’t know what really 
happened.  

Peoples say somebody burned it down, but I couldn’t 
imagine who would have burned it down.  In the county and in 
the town all around, we got good relationships.  I mean, there 
hadn’t been no argument and nothing going on, no protesting to 
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cause it to come upon us like this.  It’s hard to think about.  
Hard to think about.   

I said, “Lord, I wouldn’t want to be the one to say 
somebody burned the church down when the lightning hit it.”  I 
wouldn’t want to do that.  On that night, it was raining, 
storming.  I know that.  I mean you wouldn’t want to go out that 
door to get in the car, it was raining so hard.   

But they say it went up in smoke.  Somebody down 
under the hill, a young man, say it sound like a bomb was up in 
there.  Looked like in the middle of the church, sound like a 
bomb.  They say he heard it.  He come out on his porch, say it 
sounded like a bomb.  Boom, boom, boom.  BOOM.   

I said, “Hey, it just was a miracle to me.”  It was a 
miracle to me.  I couldn’t understand it.  But the Lord knows.  
I’m gonna say that like Ezekiel said it.  “Lord, thy God, you 
knows.  You know what happened.”15  But I don’t know what 
happened up there.  God knows I don’t know. (9/7/98) 

 

Though National Weather Service records show rain and fog at nearby stations in 

Tuscaloosa, AL, and Meridian, MS, they mention no thunderstorm activity in the area 

(History for Meridian).  No other church members mentioned lightning in interviews 

for this project, nor did local or national news reports include this observation. 

Deacon Henry T. Carter, Rev. Carter’s twin brother, said he just didn’t believe 

the church could have been burned deliberately, but did not explain his position.  

Deacon Carter spoke for almost everyone interviewed, adults and children alike, in 

summing up a sense of helplessness -- and a need for faith -- in the face of the 

unsolved mystery.   

We had a loss that was tragic, and we mourned about the 
Little Zion Baptist Church when it was gone.  We could say that 
it was racism, some vandal.  We could say something like that.  
But we really don’t know how Little Zion burned.  None of us 
were there.  Could have been a malfunction.  Whys back up to 
whys.  I don’t know what happened, because nobody came up 
with no type of clues to tell us that this was arson.  We just 
don’t know. 
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The Community’s Loss:  “We needed the church on Sunday” 

For Little Zion’s outsiders, including me, the burning meant the loss of a 

place of worship in this small community.  It took many extended conversations with 

insiders for me to gain any understanding of the significance of that loss, to get a 

sense of Little Zion’s place in the everyday lives of church members.  As those 

interviewed described the difficulties of getting an education, making a living and 

providing for their families in twentieth century Greene County, I came to see Little 

Zion as a place of refuge and source of strength.  Church members reiterated this 

point countless times, describing their secular struggles within the context of their 

spiritual connection to the church.   

It should be noted, however, that the argument for the Black church as a 

refuge in an oppressive world risks biasing analysis toward white culture -- as if the 

church gains its stature from its reaction to external pressures instead of from its 

inherent worth in its own cultural context.  Rather, the intent here is to see Little Zion 

as the center of the larger community to which its members necessarily belong -- that 

of the arguably segregated Greene County.  Even so, the difficulties of interaction 

between Black and white cultures surrounding Little Zion probably receive undue 

attention in this analysis; my outsider’s ignorance prompted church members to 

explain their experiences to me.  As described earlier, this dissertation will move 

progressively inward from this wider perspective, toward ever more focused 

examinations of the church and its power in people’s individual lives.  

Before the 1996 burning, Little Zion had remained at the center of the nearby 

African American community, reportedly, for generations.  However public records 
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maintained by outsiders, such as the Greene County government, offer little 

information about the church.  The deed granting full ownership for the property was 

transferred from R. I. Smaw to the trustees of the church in September, 1924, in 

exchange for $300.  The trustees included:  John Bragg, Isikiah Hubbard, Dick Knott, 

West Murphy, Boz Hubbard, Forris Watson, Charley Hubbard, Ike Paul, Ennis Davis 

and John Hubbard, the first trustees listed on the brick marker installed in 1996 

outside of the rebuilt church.16  Many names must be missing from this compilation, 

though, as the original 10 trustees comprise two-thirds of the fifteen trustees 

documented for Little Zion’s entire history.  Even if the church originated in 1924, 

the addition of only five trustees in more than 75 years seems improbable.  

Even the church’s own cemetery provides limited insight into Little Zion’s 

early history, as the oldest grave appears to date only as far back as November 23, 

1918, honoring the passing of Mr. William Washington.  Some tombstones have 

fallen into disrepair, however, with engravings difficult to decipher.  Also, several 

members mentioned an older church cemetery outside of the property boundaries, 

although none could clearly recall its location and efforts to locate the site proved 

futile.  

While details about Little Zion’s early history remain scarce in the public 

record, members agree the church dates at least until the mid-nineteenth century, 

possibly earlier.  Rev. Oscar Williams explained: 

I’m almost certain Little Zion got started around the 1850s.  
Dick [Richard] Small [Smaw] was a large plantation owner.  I 
know the plantation well.  His family still had plenty of land in 
Greene County when I was a youth.  They were among the last 
of the large landholders.  In many cases, the white who owned 
the property would allow the Blacks to have a church there, as 
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long as there was a congregation to meet there.  But when the 
church stopped meeting, the land was to go back to the family 
that had owned it.  That happened all over the South.  I dare say 
that is what happened with Little Zion because the deed was not 
granted until very much later:  1924.  Blacks were granted land 
enough to have a cemetery and a church meeting place.  Very 
rarely would the landholders outright sell the land or give you a 
permanent deed.  If the old white man made the agreement, his 
son would honor it, his grandson would honor it, and churches 
got built and used forever. 

Was Richard Smaw the son or grandson of the original landowner who had 

informally granted use of the property to Little Zion?  Smaw’s birth certificate 

indicates he was born in “about 1875,” to William Smaw and Sarah Johnson Toulmin.  

William Smaw’s father, Issiah Buxton Smaw, was born “about 1819,” according to 

public records.  A Goodly Heritage lists “Isaiah B. Smaw” as one of the county’s large 

planters of 1856 (85).  A map published by Snedecor of Greene County in the same 

year, however, showed I. B. Smaw’s holdings slightly to the north of Section 28, 

Township 20, the church’s location.  In 1856, Snedecor documented the following 

landholders in Section 28:  David Bragg, Bryant Goatley, Thomas Baltzell, R. W. 

Garrett.  Quite probably, the Smaw family expanded its holdings to the north through 

the purchase of property from one of these landowners sometime after 1856.  But the 

record of that exchange has not been found. 

Sister Courtney Porter said, “I think Little Zion started when my grandmom 

was a kid.  That was her church, and my mother’s church, and now my church too.”  

Sister Porter, the oldest living member of Little Zion when I began this project,17 said 

her mother was born in 1889.  So her grandmother conceivably could have been born 

mid-century.  Sister Porter also said her mother remembered Rev. Steve Burnett, the 

church’s first pastor: 
 

My mother said Steve Burnett used to pastor that 
church.  The way they tell it, that church was in better shape 
then, because when that pastor start preaching, them mules and 
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horses would nicker and holler right away.  They used to go to 
church in the wagon, and they’d tie the horse up to the tree 
outside.  They’d be in church singing and praying, with that 
man preaching in there, and they say those horses start 
nickering on up.  He was a powerful guy.  Of course, that was 
before my day, but I heard a lot of people saying that. 

 
It is unclear, however, whether Sister Porter’s mother and grandmother personally 

knew Rev. Burnett or simply knew the folklore surrounding his tenure.  This anecdote 

fits a common theme in animal tales, where the beasts of the field possess greater 

wisdom and spiritual understanding than the humans who have dominion over them.  

(In Christian lore, for example, farm animals are said to fall to their knees at midnight 

on Christmas eve, in remembrance of the birth of Jesus.)  If the record of pastor’s 

service is considered, however, Rev. Burnett must have led the church quite some time 

ago.  Seven pastors have served Little Zion after him, yet the fifth, Rev. Lewis, did not 

assume the office until 1950.  Unless the other pastors were appointed and relieved of 

duty in quick succession, their sheer numbers suggest the passage of many decades. 

Deacon Ed Carter’s widely repeated description of Little Zion’s origins in a 

“brush arbor,” certainly suggests the church has roots in plantation slave culture, 

where slaves’ use of these temporary structures for religious meetings, often 

conducted in secret, has been widely documented.  Interestingly, Deacon Carter’s 

account remained ambivalent on whether Little Zion’s members originally 

worshipped with the planter’s knowledge and consent or in secret.  According to his 

grandmother, the slaves “couldn’t afford to pray around the slave masters, because 

they didn’t believe too much in that” (Interview with James E. Carter).  In the next 

sentence, however, Deacon Carter reversed the implication of secret worship, 

indicating that “the white folks didn’t bother with them [the worshippers] as long as 
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they stayed together.”  In fact, this narrative ambivalence could embody the planter’s 

shifting attitudes toward religion as practiced by his slaves.  In First Freedom:  The 

Responses of Alabama’s Blacks to Emancipation and Reconstruction, for example, 

Peter Kolchin summarized planters’ reactions to slave religion: 

 
Throughout the antebellum period, Southern whites held 
ambivalent attitudes toward slave religion.  On the one hand, 
some feared that an immersion in Christian doctrine was likely 
to impress slaves with the equality of all souls before God and 
make them less subservient.  The 1831 insurrection led by slave 
preacher Nat Turner appeared to confirm the worst fears of 
slave owners that education, even religious education, tended to 
make slaves less content in their servitude.  On the other hand, 
many Southerners saw religious indoctrination as a useful 
method of social control.  The biblical injunction of obedience 
to one’s master seemed clear, and the promise of reward in the 
life after death could be useful in keeping an oppressed class 
docile. 

Despite an 1833 state law forbidding blacks to preach 
except in the presence of five slaveowners, the latter viewpoint 
generally came to predominate among slaveowners in Alabama.  
(108) 

 
The very presence of the brush arbor suggests slave worship away from the 

prying eyes of the planters, who commonly brought slaves with them to church or 

sent itinerant preachers to spread Christianity among the slaves.  Certainly, Deacon 

Carter’s description of the brush arbor meetings suggests independently run religious 

services, perhaps not yet indoctrinated into the white nineteenth century conventions 

of the Baptist faith.  He said, “They [the worshippers] went up there and my grandma 

say they would rock back and forth, groan and moan and rock.  They had the zeal, but 

they didn’t know what should be done. . . .  they had a lot of emotion with them, and 

they would get happy and shout” (Interview with James E. Carter).  But these 

narratives include no mention of efforts to maintain secrecy, such as the frequently 
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cited use of a vessel of water or overturned pot to catch sound, or the hanging of 

quilts and rugs, wetted down to mute voices.  

While the exact age of Little Zion remains uncertain, church members 

described the church’s role as the center of this community as far back as living 

memory serves -- from around the Great Depression to the present.  The recollections 

move from the difficulties of sharecropping and farming, to getting an education and 

even making moonshine, in the attempt to make ends meet in the first half of the 

twentieth century.  When the Civil Rights Movement came to Greene County in the 

1960s, Little Zion organized voter registration drives and supported African 

American candidates for public office.  Even after the 1996 burning, Little Zion’s 

members kept the church at the center of their experience.  They initiated a rebuilding 

effort that embraced volunteers from around the world, restoring the church both 

physically and spiritually to its place on a hill in the woods and fields of Greene 

County. 

 Deacon Ed Carter remembered vividly his family’s experience as tenant 

farmers during the Depression.  The Carters farmed on the Haggan plantation, 

approximately 1300 acres reportedly owned by a wealthy family from Massachusetts.  

Deacon Carter asserted, “[My] parents weren’t sharecropping; they paid rent.  They 

paid a bale of cotton for approximately twenty acres of land”18 (Interview with James 

E. Carter).  During the Depression, the young Carter made 25 or 30 cents a day, hired 

out as a farm hand after the family harvest was complete.  

 
Depression hit peoples in ‘32.  We had plenty of food, 

but we didn’t have no money.  We couldn’t buy clothes; 
everyone you see had patches on top of patches, old shoes run 
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down.  But we always raised our food.  We had cows for meat, 
plenty of milk, butter, eggs.  We had grit meal, grind our own 
for our bread.  We had to buy a little flour, rice, sugar, coffee.  
We would make our own syrup, and sometime that syrup would 
go to sugar, and settle at the bottom of the container.  Then 
we’d get that syrup off there, get that sugar and beat it up and 
wash it off.  Then we have sugar for in the coffee.  

My grandma would sell eggs and chickens and things to 
the slave master on the place, Mr. Lynn Davis.  

 

It is interesting that Deacon Carter referred to the white landowner of the 1930’s as 

“the slave master on the place.” 

 Even as a young child, Deacon Carter said he realized the dependency of 

tenant farming.  He asked his grandfather why he couldn’t buy his farmland and was 

told, “No, I don’t need to buy it.  The owner give it to me” (Interview with James E. 

Carter).  Deacon Carter explained:  

See, the white man would tell them, “You got a home here,” 
until you disappoint him, don’t do what he want, and then you 
ain’t got no more home.  So I told my granddaddy, “When I 
become a man, I’m gonna buy me some land.  I’m gonna pay 
taxes.”  I ain’t gonna be looking for somebody to give me 
something.  I feel like every man out to be able to live on his 
own integrity and pull up by his own bootstraps.  I just feel you 
ain’t free during all that time.  (Interview with James E. Carter)  

  

In fact, as Deacon Carter’s grandson, Rev. James Carter, recalled, the 

landowner later threw the family off of the plantation and burned their farm: 

In the early 1940s, the USDA had set up this agricultural 
assistance program for farmers.  The overseer on this plantation 
signed up every farmer on his place, with the intention to 
defraud them out of the money.  So my great grandfather, Henry 
Carter, was one of the first ones he went to, telling him to sign 
over his check.  He could read and write, though most folks 
couldn’t.   

Henry told him, “This check is made out to me.  As far 
as I’m concerned, it’s my check.  If it’s your check, you sign it 
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and cash it.”  Because he refused to sign, none of the other 
farmers signed the check either.   

The last thing my great grandfather was told was, “If 
you’re here when we get back this afternoon, we’re gonna burn 
up the place and you too.”   

And they did burn the place up, burned the house and 
the barn and all the facilities.  It all went up in smoke. 

  

As in many other narratives by church members, Rev. Carter described this 

crisis as a spiritual challenge.  While the Carters found themselves materially “the 

poorest of the poor in the community,” they survived and later prospered because they 

were “not poor spiritually.  I think we’ve always had that spiritual pull from 

generation to generation.  That has been the nucleus of our family, to always stay with 

God, always stay in the church,” Rev. Carter said.  He deemed himself very fortunate 

to grow up in an environment where “the church is more sacred than self,” noting that 

“It’s like being protected.  In the world my family lives in, the good overpowers evil.  

That’s the best way that I can say it.” 

 Land, however, was not easily acquired by African Americans in Greene 

County throughout much, if not all, of the twentieth century.  During one interview, 

Rev. James Carter asserted, “Land is still not easily purchased here,” and Sister 

Gladys O. Smothers, formerly a teacher at Little Zion School, added, “You can buy 

most anything except a spot of land.”  According to many Little Zion members, 

whites have avoided selling land to Blacks.   Likewise, “you come up to the banking 

institution, you can get financing for a car or anything else.  But when it comes to 

land, that’s a different thing altogether,” Rev. Carter said. 
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 The Carter family bought approximately eighty acres in 1944, when prices 

were low after the Depression.  Deacon Ed Carter still recalled the opportunity with 

puzzlement decades later, attributing it to impending civil rights legislation. 

I heard this.  I don’t know whether it’s true.  The white 
folks knowed that this civil rights bill’s gonna come down.  Us 
Negroes didn’t know it.  So they said the government was 
gonna protest them if they didn’t do something, said there 
wasn’t enough Negroes owning land in this county.  They made 
agreement that they would sell some land to some Negroes. 

 
Rev. Oscar Williams spoke with some pride about his family’s ownership of 

their land, which made it possible to avoid sharecropping.  But the family had paid a 

price for this economic freedom.  “My mother’s husband was killed in the coal mines.  

With whatever money they paid, my mother bought 40-some acres of land.  We did 

not have to be sharecroppers.  We owned our own land and we had a mule.” 

Mrs. Busby Jackson described in detail growing up under the sharecropping 

system as late as the 1950s, from which her family, as noted earlier “needed the 

church on Sunday. . . where you got your consolation.”  She remembered clearly the 

physically demanding work and her outrage at a system which kept her family poor: 

You almost stayed up all night picking cotton.  My dad 
would walk out in the morning and say, “We’re gonna get seven 
bales this year.”  But it was just the four of us.  My dad was 
doing most of the picking.  He could do more than anybody 
else.   

One day my brother and I tried all day long to pick 100 
pounds.  I think we had 75 pounds.  We had water and bricks 
and cotton balls and all in there and still only 75 pounds. 

When the cotton first opens and it’s heavy and all, you 
get pretty good weight for it.  But as the sun gets on it, it gets 
lighter and lighter because it dries out.  And the more the sun 
stays on out, the lighter and lighter the cotton gets.  So you 
almost have to send in three bales to make one by the time 
you’re all done picking it.  
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That was our life.  We had to go to the fields and work 
to make the money.  We planted and we picked and we took it 
in town for weighing and selling.   

And every year the people would say, “Joe.  You just 
made it.  You broke even.”  They’d say, “You broke even.”   

Which means they take all three bales and there is 
nothing left for us.  And we got to go right back and borrow 
from them to start all over again.  So we can break even another 
year.  Yeah, so we can break even another year.  My dad never 
said anything.  It was whatever the white person said, that’s 
what you did.  You had no choice. 

We didn’t talk about these things.  We would break even 
year after year and my dad never said anything on the way 
home.  My grandfather sharecropped and my father and my 
oldest brother.  Three generations of this.  And it went on until 
well into the ‘50s.  And it was always the same.  We never got 
ahead.  
 

Little Zion’s families recognized that education provided a key to escape from 

Greene County’s limited economy, and, until desegregation, the church ran an 

elementary school in an adjacent building.  Although heavily subsidized and 

administered by the church, Little Zion School operated as part of the public school 

system throughout the first half of the twentieth century.  Graduates of Little Zion 

then attended Greene County Training School, now Paramount High School, in 

Boligee.  The oldest members of Little Zion recalled that in the early 1900s the 

school operated only during the winter months before finally adopting a nine-month 

schedule, because families needed their children’s help in the fields.  

Rev. Williams recalled the conflict between fulfilling his farming 

responsibilities and staying in school: 

I was the oldest son, so in the afternoons when we got 
off our school bus (truck really), I did not play around in the 
house with toys.  Within fifteen minutes I was in the fields.  I 
knew to go get my school clothes off and get that mule and start 
plowing. . . . 
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In the mornings I was in the field at daybreak, until that 
truck came around 7:00 or 7:15. That way I could continually 
stay in school.   The driver would blow his horn while he was 
going up to the end of the route; that gave us about 15 or 20 
minutes to come in from the field, throw some water under our 
arms, grab a biscuit, and then catch the bus and go to school.    

So I missed very few days because of farming, very few.  
I worked hard in the evenings and on the weekends.  On 
Saturdays, instead of going to town, I’d be in the field.  At night 
if the moon was shining, we’d do what we called “running the 
middle” using another plow.  We’d do that even by moonlight.  
Because of that, I could stay in school. 

 

Federal census figures cited in the Introduction revealed lack of education as a 

major challenge faced by African Americans in Greene County throughout the 

twentieth century.  Oral narratives underscored this difficulty.  Rev. Williams proved 

one of the few Blacks of his generation in this community to earn a doctorate degree.   

His mother, Sister Courtney Porter, sat in her living room one summer 

afternoon in 1996 looking at pictures of her seven children hanging on the walls 

around her, and reflecting on her struggle to educate them.  She attributed her ability 

to finance their education to the lessons learned during countless Sundays at Little 

Zion, about faith and the power of prayer over all obstacles: 

You know I had to pray a lot to raise seven kids.  I had 
to pray.  And He answered.  He was good to me.  When my kids 
were all going to school, the oldest one called, said he needs 
$125. 

I went downtown, told the white guy, “I need $150.” 
“What you want it for?” 
“To send to my son in college.” 
“Okay.”  Just like that. 
I said, “I’m gonna give you a note on a cow, a red cow 

with a white face and tail.” 
The next month my son need the same thing, so I 

walked over next door to that place.  Told that guy I need $150. 
“Okay.” 
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Gave him a note on the same cow, and they didn’t know 
it!  So that’s what prayer’ll do.  God let me make enough 
money to pay every bill I ever had, and still have some left.  If 
you put God in front, He’ll help you. 

  

With a quiet laugh, Sister Porter gave God the credit for the ingenuity to 

negotiate informal loans in Eutaw at a time when the community was served by only 

one white-controlled bank:  Merchants & Farmers Bank of Greene County.  In a 1983 

report by the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, several African American community 

leaders asserted that the bank discriminated against Blacks in both its hiring and 

lending policies.  For example, Mr. Spiver Gordon, the local president of the 

Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), was quoted: 

 
There have been complaints with the bank, and its impact on 
blacks has been devastating.  The bank had to be forced to hire 
blacks.  It finally hired a black after SCLC marched on the bank 
a few years ago.  The bank now employs 2 black tellers out of 
35 employees.  The bank is selective when it comes to loaning 
money.  Blacks are forced to apply for high-risk, high-interest 
loans. (United States Commission on Civil Rights 49)     

 

Recall that today two banks operate in Eutaw.  While most whites reportedly continue 

to patronize Merchants and Farmers, most Blacks now bank at Citizens Federal 

Savings Bank. 

 Other members of Little Zion’s community did not fare so well in obtaining 

an education, and thus had to settle for local unskilled, low-paying jobs.  Sister Rosie 

Lee Hendricks, cousin to Mrs. Johnnie Busby Jackson, returned to visit the church of 

her childhood in August of 1997.  She took time out to participate in this project one 

afternoon, and sat cooling herself with a cardboard funeral home fan in Mrs. Busby 
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Jackson’s shade-drawn living room.  “My granddaddy never bought me a book.  I had 

a uncle to buy me some books one time, and I went to the fourth grade.  I never had 

the opportunity.  When I married, I had to work.  Cleaning people’s houses.  

Whatever needed to be done, I had to do it.”  Other members of the church recalled 

jobs such as mining, logging, construction, working at the paper mill, digging ditches.  

Deacon Ed Carter said: 

I feel like education is the rolling wheel for success.  You just 
can’t make it without education.  As long as you’re not 
educated, you’re just a tool for the man to work with.  You’re 
just a man out there digging a ditch, ain’t got sense enough to 
do nothing but throw some dirt out of a ditch.  And that’s the 
lesser pay.  They call it common labor.  (Interview with James 
E. Carter) 

  

While Little Zion helped local families educate their children during the first 

half of the twentieth century, the church leadership frowned on another major tactic 

for getting ahead in Greene County:  The illegal making and selling of moonshine.  

Deacon Ed Carter said that he “made the whiskey for a living and sold it,” because, as 

he succinctly put it, “People not in moonshine, they’re picking cotton, making about a 

dollar a hundred pounds.  I’m making much better money.  I own a farm; I bought a 

farm in 1944” (10/20/96).  While other members of Little Zion did not admit making 

moonshine, Deacon Carter asserted, “Most folks what was in the church, them that 

wasn’t selling it was drinking it.  Everybody knew” (10/20/96).  Mrs. Johnnie 

Jackson agreed, saying, “At the gatherings here at the church, in those days, they 

would be all out under the hills, selling it.  The Reverend [Lewis] now, he didn’t 

abide by it.  But there were so many of them right around these hills, right here.”    
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 In fact, both Mrs. Busby Jackson and Deacon Carter asserted that most of the 

local community, including law enforcement, knew who was running whiskey, but 

looked the other way for economic reasons.  She said, “There was certain ones; 

everybody knew who was running because they had to get the sugar.  You’d back the 

truck up to the back door of the grocery store and put about five or six hundred 

pounds of sugar on there.”  Deacon Carter described the financial interdependency 

between local merchants and bootleggers in greater detail: 

  
Depending on how much you was running, you had to 

buy a whole lot of sugar.  I had four or five barrels.  Running 
maybe 30, 40 gallons off at a time, maybe twice a week.  It sold 
for six or seven dollars back in 1940, ‘41, ‘42.  But I need about 
two or three hundred pounds of sugar a week.  The merchant 
man, he know what’s going on.  No family eats that much 
sugar!  He let me have it.  When the war time came, you 
couldn’t get that much sugar.  He would let me have it.  Go out 
the back door with it.  I pay high, 20, 25 dollars a hundred [per 
hundred pounds] for it.  I’m paying a higher price; he’s making 
a good sale. 

  

Both Deacon Carter and Mrs. Busby Jackson described police efforts to stop 

bootlegging as somewhat lackadaisical.  According to her: 

They would let them run it for about six months, and 
then they would send the revenuer down to blow it up.  And 
then they [the bootleggers] would stay out of business for about 
three months.  They would take the dynamite and blow the 
whole thing up.  Now some people, they knew when it was time 
to get caught.  And they’d move on.  Sometimes you’d hear 
something go “boom” at three o’clock in the morning.  That’d 
be the still.  And after that everything would be cool for a little 
while.   

 

Deacon Carter called the relationship between bootleggers and authorities a game of 

“cat and mouse:” 
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The man, he probe the woods, and if he find a trail he go 
there and bust it up.  If they catch you, they put you in jail.  If 
they don’t they tear up that thing.  It be down there in the 
woods; you got to have a trail to it, a road.  Then I go get me 
some more barrels and move somewhere else.  (10/20/96)  

 

If they escaped detection, Mrs. Busby Jackson remembered, bootleggers would pack 

their wares to sell in Sumter County, Greensboro and other places.  She said, “They’d 

come in with cars, packed down in there so you couldn’t hear a jug say nothing.  

They had it packed down just that well.  It didn’t make a sound.”  

As Mrs. Busby Jackson said, Little Zion’s former pastor, Rev. W. D. Lewis, 

did not approve of making, selling or drinking moonshine.  He said he knew about 

Deacon Carter’s bootlegging, adding that he “wasn’t a good member,” because of it 

(8/7/97).  Yet Rev. Lewis did not attempt to force Deacon Carter to stop.  Rather, he 

tried to reason with him:  “Every time he put it up in [his store], I seen it.  I’d tell 

about it.  He thought I didn’t know nothing about it, but I saw it.  I asked him about 

it” (8/7/97).  When Deacon Carter finally got caught bootlegging, Little Zion and 

Rev. Lewis responded, paradoxically, by appointing him to the Deacon Board: 

In 1955, I got caught with the whiskey in my pocket, 
bootlegging, and they put me in jail.  My wife told them up at 
the church to put me on the Deacon Board, on trial for Deacon.  
So they put me on trial for Deacon; they ordained me some time 
ago, around 1960.  To straighten me out.  And I been around 
here with the church, faithful, ever since. (10/20/96) 

 

When the Civil Rights Movement began, many Black churches nationwide 

faced criticism for their adherence to the status quo and refusal to participate in the 

struggle.  Milton Lee Boykin noted in his dissertation on the Civil Rights Movement 

in the region: 
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Traditionally, it [the Black Protestant church] was a place to 
withdraw.  In many cases, religion offered an escapist cultism 
promising future glories in Heaven and an emotional catharsis 
for present difficulties.  The clergy in these churches have been 
called “Uncle Toms,” “cornbread preachers,” and “fried 
chicken preachers” by civil rights activists, implying that they 
are subservient to the white power structure and more 
concerned with their own welfare than that of their parishioners.  
The “other worldliness” of these black churches complemented 
the separatist policies of their parent white denominations and 
provided a justification for accepting current conditions 
passively while awaiting Judgment Day.  (235-236) 

 

But in Greene County, the African American churches served as the local organizers 

for the Movement, leading voter registration drives, marches and rallies:  

 
It was believed that organizational involvement in 

Greene County was deeply rooted in the county’s eighty-two 
Negro churches.  These institutions provide a vehicle for self-
expression and a training ground for developing organizational 
skills.  A church building was the site for the organizational 
meeting of the NAACP.  The mass-political meetings preceding 
the 1969 special election were held in Negro churches.  In 
answer to a question regarding the most important types of 
leaders in the county, ministers received a majority of the 
positive responses.  (Boykin 234) 

  

During a 1999 interview in his office at Tuskegee University, Rev. Oscar 

Williams remembered how this unity among the county’s African American churches 

was accomplished: 

I do remember having to organize some opinion campaigns 
right in Greene County for Black preachers who didn’t want 
this civil rights mess in their churches.  In fact, I know one 
situation where the deacons were in favor of civil rights and the 
pastor was not.  They gave him thirty days to look over his 
mind to see if the Lord was still leading him against the 
Movement.  Within about twenty days, you know, the Lord 
changed his mind. 
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Rev. Williams asserted that Little Zion “was one of the first churches in the 

area to step out into the Movement.”  As a senior in high school, around 1959 or 

1960, he said he helped organize voter registration drives at Little Zion, following the 

lead of local activist O.B. Harris [phonetic spelling].19   

Rev. Williams added: 

Little Zion was very much at the forefront of getting folks 
registered to vote.  Many, many civil rights meetings were held 
at the church.  Former pastor W. D. Lewis was one of the main 
organizers of those meetings.  Hosea Williams was there.  
Ralph David Abernathy was there.  All of these folks came to 
Greene County. 

  

Rev. Lewis received tremendous leadership support for voter registration 

efforts at Little Zion from Deacon Ed Carter and Deacon Jonas Smothers, according 

to many church members.  “When you couldn’t meet nowhere else, you could always 

meet at Little Zion,” Rev. Williams remembered.  “Reverend Lewis made sure of 

that, and Lewis himself was at virtually 90 percent of the mass meetings.  Reverend 

Lewis was very vocal.  He carried people up to marches in his truck.”  Deacon 

Smothers also transported people to meetings and marches in Eutaw, his wife, Sister 

Gladys Smothers, remembered.  Deacon Carter braved a boycott against the freedom 

riders who came from outside Greene County to help in voter registration efforts, 

supplying them with gasoline and provisions, according to his youngest son, Rev. 

Eddie Carter.  In the Carter family video mentioned earlier, Rev. James Carter 

showed a picture of Rev. Lewis, Deacon Carter and Deacon Smothers, noting:  

“These three men walk with great big sticks.  They are the kings of this community.  
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They set the example.  They make the rules.  If you break them, you’re gonna have to 

answer to these three.”  

 But the church did not rely on the efforts of these men alone. “A lot of our 

members were active,” Rev. Williams explained, singling out the efforts of Mr. Joe 

Braggs, Mr. C. H. Develle and his mother, Sister Courtney Porter.  Sister Gladys 

Smothers remembered how Little Zion conducted fundraising and food drive efforts 

for the freedom riders.  Rev. Williams said, as a young army recruit at the time, he 

“wore out two cars in the Movement, just carrying folks to the polls all day, 

registering people, going to meetings, speaking here and there.  When they had 

marches in Greene County, I was there.”  In the special election of 1969, Rev. 

Williams said he managed the campaigns of all of the Black candidates.  But he 

added, “Of course, almost everybody in the church helped in some way.  I dare say 

you would be hard pressed to find anybody of voting age not registered to vote at 

Little Zion.  As fast as they got to be of voting age, we insisted that they vote.” 

 Rev. Williams recalled how difficult it was to prepare voters to overcome the 

registration barriers that faced them: 

During that time the voter registration form was a legal-sized 
paper with questions on both sides.  You had to answer all of 
those questions, including giving an interpretation of the U.S. 
Constitution.  We organized workshops at Little Zion and 
brought community folks in, taught people how to fill out the 
form.  You had to answer all questions correctly.  For example, 
if you were Black and mistakenly put “Mrs.” in front of your 
name, that automatically disqualified you.  If you did not dot 
your “I,” that meant it was an “E;” if you did not cross your 
“T,” that meant it was an “L:”  Misspelled.  So we taught folks 
how to answer every question on that form. 
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Little Zion’s members faced the constant threat of violence in their efforts to 

register voters and gain political power for African Americans.  Rev. Williams 

remembered one local civil rights march in which “a fellow who owned a small 

engine company waded out into the crowd with his chainsaw blazing.”  He continued: 

  
Everybody knew it was dangerous.  Everybody knew.  I 

was a campaign chairman, for example, for the candidate for 
sheriff.  I can remember driving him home down in Forkland, 
maybe twenty miles away, and walking with him all around his 
house to make sure it was safe to go in.  Then he’d come back 
part of the way with me.  We’d do each other like that. 

I remember the time in Greene County when Black 
families didn’t ride in the same car together.  Your daughter 
might ride with me.  My son might ride with you.  So if 
somebody blew up the car, the whole family would not be 
destroyed.  I remember those days in Greene County.  We all 
knew there was danger involved. 

  

Anyone who has ever driven Greene County’s back roads at night knows how 

lonely, how potentially frightening they can be.  Rev. Williams described the terror 

of: 

. . . state troopers driving down the country roads, just stopping 
any Blacks driving and beating them.  I’ve seen beatings.  If we 
were driving along at night, and we saw a car approaching us in 
our rear view mirror, we would try to speed up and get out of 
the way, outrun it.  Why?  It may be the police.  It may be the 
police.  No Black during those days, and few now, looked at 
police officers as friends.   

 

Rev. Williams asserted that the white sheriffs in Greene County before the 1970s 

wielded so much power that when they wanted to arrest an African American, they 

simply sent for him.  “Why would he show up?  Because to not show up, and have 

that sheriff come get you, meant almost certain death.” 

 
 

105



 But the Reverend also credited one white sheriff during the Movement for 

refusing to tolerate Ku Klux Klan meetings in Greene County.   

We did know Klan members, sure.  The Klan operated 
outside of Greene County and there were local members.  But 
the KKK tried to have one meeting in Greene County, and that 
sheriff told me he walked into that meeting with his big cattle 
stick, just rapped on the table as hard as he could. 

He said, “When it come down again, it’ll come across 
asses.”  He broke up the meeting.  That’s one decent thing I can 
say about him.  He simply did not tolerate the Klan. 

 

It should be recognized that in the face of constant danger, churches in the 

region provided more than just spiritual and physical nourishment and support for 

civil rights activists.  They literally served as safe havens.  Consider Anne Moody’s 

autobiographical account of her voter registration efforts in nearby Mississippi: 

Now every Negro church in the county was opened for 
[voter registration] workshops.  The nine of us split into groups 
of three.  Almost every night we had workshops in different 
churches, sometimes sixteen to thirty miles out of town. 

One or two of our protective guys had cars.  They were 
usually sent along with the girls out in the country.  It was dark 
and dangerous driving down those long country rock roads, but 
now that we always had two or three of the guys riding with us, 
it wasn’t so bad.  In fact, once we got to the churches, 
everything was fine.  Listening to those old Negroes sing 
freedom songs was like listening to music from heaven.  They 
sang them as though they were singing away the chains of 
slavery.  Sometimes I just looked at the expressions on their 
faces as they sang and cold chills would run down my back.  
(302-303) 

  

Efforts to secure political power for the majority African American voters in 

Greene County ultimately proved successful.  Before 1965, the U.S. Commission on 

Civil Rights estimated only about 5.5 percent of the eligible Black population of 

Greene County was registered to vote, comprising about 275 of 5,000 people.  In 
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contrast, more than 100 percent of the white population was on the rolls, with 2,305 

registered voters out of 1,649 eligible citizens (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 

Political Participation 224).  The Greene County NAACP, the Greene County Civic 

Organization and the SCLC worked through the churches to change those numbers, 

so that by 1967 the 3,953 registered Black voters represented about 79 percent of the 

eligible African American population (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, Political 

Participation 224).   

Rev. James Carter attributed this victory to the Black population’s 

determination to secure a better way of life.  “When the Civil Rights Movement 

came, I believe that we were probably the poorest of the poor, linked to the Southern 

plantation.  But when we got the vote, Blacks just rose up, physically, and took 

charge.   

 “It started in 1966,” he remembered.  That year Little Zion’s pastor, Rev. 

Lewis, became one of the county’s first African American elected officials, winning a 

seat on the Greene County Democratic Executive Committee.  Of the four other 

Black candidates in the Democratic primary, only Rev. Peter Kirksey attained a seat 

on the School Board.  Though two of the losing candidates filed suit to contest the 

election, the courts ruled against them.   

 In 1968, six African American candidates ran in the Democratic primary, but 

all were defeated.  This time candidates concentrated their efforts on getting on the 

general election ballot as representatives of the newly formed National Democratic 

Party of Alabama (NDPA).  When local and state officials refused to certify NDPA 

candidates, a class action suit was filed by Sallie M. Hadnott of Augusta County.  
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Hadnott v. Amos went to the Supreme Court, which ruled on October 19, 1968, that a 

temporary restraining order be continued until further action on the case, 

guaranteeing NDPA candidates a place on the November 5 ballot. However, Greene 

County’s Judge of Probate, Dennis Herndon, defied federal authority and withheld 

the NDPA names from the ballot.20  When the Supreme Court finally ruled on the 

case on March 25, 1969, it reversed lower court decisions and specifically called for a 

new election in Greene County, in which the NDPA candidates names would appear 

on the ballot.  

 In the special election of 1969, to the credit of the voter registration campaign, 

voters elected all six of the NDPA candidates.  “In one election, Blacks won probate 

judge, sheriff, county commissioner, school board, tax collector, everything with the 

exception of tax assessor.  They took political control of Greene County and they’ve 

kept it ever since,” Rev. James Carter explained.  “That didn’t happen in any of the 

surrounding counties.  But Greene County had to have been one of the most 

oppressed places.”  Rev. Carter gave the glory to God, saying that when people are 

most oppressed, God puts the drive in them to fight for their rights. 

 Two years later, Judge Dennis Herndon was fined $5,452 in damages for civil 

and criminal contempt in defying the Supreme Court order.  “It took two Supreme 

Court orders to get the names on the ballot,” Rev. Carter reiterated in a tone still 

amazed decades later.  He added that to his knowledge “that’s the only time in the 

history of this country where a local government defied the Supreme Court of this 

land and overrode the national government.  It had never happened -- except that 

time.” 

 
 

108



 Greene County’s special election was a “first” in many ways and made a 

significant contribution to the national Civil Rights Movement.  Ralph Abernathy 

“proclaimed the results of this election more significant than the moon landing which 

had taken place just nine days earlier,” according to Milton Lee Boykin (1).  In fact, 

he concluded: 

 
The election, having been ordered by the United States Supreme 
Court, was no ordinary one.  By many of the civil rights 
activists in Greene County it was viewed as the first substantial 
fruits of the Selma march and as an important juncture in the 
long struggle by Negroes to obtain the vote.  It was also the first 
time that a special election was ordered to vindicate the election 
rights of Negroes and also the first time since 1954 that a public 
official has been convicted of negligence in complying with 
civil rights legislation.  (275) 

  

Certainly, the local African American community’s ability to achieve almost 

unimaginable success in the special election can be attributed to a familiar sense of 

religious mission that allowed activists to expect miracles and to summon the 

commitment and courage to make them happen.  As in many other places in America, 

the Civil Rights Movement in Greene County tapped into the strength of Black 

church traditions.  Mr. Boykin noted that “the election campaign was conducted in 

the mode of a religious revival in which participants crusaded against the evils of 

white racism.  At the mass meetings, most speakers adopted a preacher-of-the-Gospel 

style,” always careful to remind audiences not to wait for the glories of heaven, but to 

work for their attainment now (Boykin 237).  

 As this dissertation has already considered, however, the political power 

gained by the African American community in the early 1970s did not eliminate the 
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legacy of racial tension and economic deprivation in Greene County.  Rev. Eddie  

Carter said, “Even today, I know things are not right.  I support the Civil Rights 

Movement up to now, the righteousness, doing the right thing.  I believe that if 

America would come to its senses and realize that all men are created equal, 

everything would be better.  Greene County would be a better place.” 

 At a community forum held by the United States Commission on Civil Rights 

following the burnings of Little Zion, Mt. Zoar and Mt. Zion, Chairperson Mary 

Frances Berry cited Commission studies done in 1968 and 1983, which examined 

“the racial climate here and the social and economic problems, and found that little 

change had taken place” (United States Alabama Advisory Commission 3).21  She 

added, “In looking at 1996, we again come back, we look and note the lack of 

progress” (14).   

While Blacks and whites alike called for communication and understanding 

between the races, they starkly disagreed on whether, or to what extent, racism 

afflicted their community.  Interestingly, in the context of a public forum to inform 

federal justice officials, local opinions clearly reflected racial demographics, with 

Black citizens describing Greene County as a place of racial tension while whites 

denied the assertion.  As described earlier in this chapter, Little Zion members shared 

many conflicting opinions about racial tension as a possible motivating factor in the 

church burning during interviews with me.  Perhaps churchgoers found racism more 

difficult to consider as motivating, not just general ill-will, but the specific 

destruction of their church home.  Or perhaps members of the African American 

community found it both easier and more important to speak openly of such issues in 
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the context of a public debate, rather than in the one-on-one exchange of a personal 

interview with a white outsider.  Of course, the community’s citizens most willing to 

talk about race dynamics self-selected themselves by requesting time to speak in this 

forum, while I asked everyone I interviewed about the church burning.  Also, as 

alluded to elsewhere, the context of this project as a vehicle for preserving church 

memories surely influenced the way in which the dynamics of race were discussed.  

Though many in the Little Zion community might feel strongly about local racial 

tension, they might not feel it appropriate or necessary to include such comments in 

their collection of church memories.   

While no representatives of Little Zion spoke at the forum, Rev. Levi Pickens, 

pastor of Mt. Zion Baptist Church, called Greene County a place of racial 

discrimination.  He said: 

From what I been hearing, that we don’t have a problem 
here in Greene County -- I’ve been living here around 71 years, 
and it hasn’t just now started.  I wish we could do something 
about it.  Somebody said that we don’t have a racial problem.  I 
don’t go along with that, because I know we do. . . .  I’m 
supposed to have all of the rights as anybody else has, but we 
don’t have it.  (United States Alabama Advisory Committee 7) 

 

Garric Spencer, the Black chairman of the Greene County Board of 

Commissioners, echoed the pastor’s assertion, describing a segregated society: 

  
. . . Is there a problem with race relations in Greene 

County?  We’re not fighting in the streets or slapping each other 
every day, but one only has to ride up through Eutaw . . . and 
there’s Warrior Academy.  Right down the street . . . there’s 
Paramount High School, the building that we sit in. 

It is my understanding that 99.5 percent of the children 
in this school are Black children.  One hundred percent of the 
children in Warrior Academy are white.  Well, there’s 
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something wrong:  There’s clearly something wrong with race 
relations in this county.  (9) 

 
 In contrast,   H. O. Kirksey, a white writer for the Independent and co-founder 

of Citizens for a Better Greene County, said: 

. . . our positions in this organization [Citizens for a Better 
Greene County], and most people that I deal with, and I deal 
with most of the people here in Greene County, our problems is 
not interracial, it’s intraracial. 

Now, what do I mean by that?  Our problems are Black 
against Black, basically.  (36) 

 

When asked if the local pools were segregated, Mr. Kirksey replied, “They can swim 

in either pool they want.  There’s no restriction” (39).  When asked if the Greene 

County school system was segregated, he said, “It is segregated, but by choice” (39).   

Jan Lavender, also white and wife of Boligee’s mayor at the time, Buddy 

Lavender, ascribed racial tension to outsiders who work to stir up animosity among 

locals: 

I would say that our number one problem [in Greene 
County] is paid agitators.  Those of us in Greene County know 
who those paid agitators are. 

Our number two problem is our so-called public school 
system.  What white mother or father would be expected to send 
their children to a school system in which there are no white 
principals, no white supervisors, and no one working in the 
central office that is white? . . . 

. . .Two swimming pools in Eutaw?  Yes.  There are two 
swimming pools.  I visit one of those swimming pools and 
frequently do I see Black children, and no, they are not 
mistreated.  They are not mistreated.  I’ve seen it myself.  
(57-58) 

  

Spiver Gordon, a local Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

representative and Eutaw City Council member, suggested a problem of racial 
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intolerance among both federal and local officials in response to the burnings.  He 

called FBI/ATF efforts to investigate the fires  “lackadaisical” at best, racially biased 

at worst (12), criticizing the FBI’s decision to combine the investigation of the church 

fires with an inquiry into voter fraud among African Americans in Greene County.  

Thus, those victimized by the church fires faced potentially intimidating questions 

about vote fraud during the same interview with federal officials.  “The wrong people 

are being investigated,” Mr. Gordon asserted.  “The victims are being investigated as 

opposed to the people who are the actual people burning these churches” (12). 

 Robert Langford, the FBI’s special agent in charge in Birmingham, responded 

that the voter fraud interviews had been planned before the burning investigations 

began, so the agencies simply expanded the subjects covered in the inquiry to include 

questions about the church burnings (24).   

 Mr. Gordon also aired concerns about the management by local government 

and civic organizations of donations made by people worldwide toward the 

rebuilding effort (13).  In fact, one fund managed by the white Mayor of Boligee at 

the time, Buddy Lavender, required the ministers to submit receipts before obtaining 

funds to purchase rebuilding supplies. 

 According to Mr. Lavender, the funds required “full accountability” (United 

States Alabama Advisory Committee 46).   Mr. Lavender also asserted that there are 

economic and political problems in Greene County but not a race problem.  “We are 

here to discuss racial relations.  We do not have a problem as black and white or have 

it as black [sic] and whites.  We do not have a problem -- I feel we get along well, but 

as far as job opportunities in Greene County, if you’re not correctly politically 
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aligned, you cannot get a job. . . .” (43).  Mr. Lavender also argued that a discussion 

of the burning of Black churches fails to tackle the “real issue” -- that quite a number 

of white churches were burning too (43). 

 Dr. Berry countered that proportionately far more Black churches had burned 

in 1995 and 1996, and that racial motivation had not been alleged, to her knowledge, 

in any of the white church burnings during that time (45).  She also called on the 

governor of Alabama, who did not attend a meeting on the church burnings called by 

President Bill Clinton, to “fit into his busy schedule some concern for this matter” 

(14). 

Mt. Zion Pastor Levi Pickens offered religion as a solution to racial tension in 

Greene County:  “We have a problem and we just have to admit that we have a 

problem, and we ought to have enough love in our hearts to solve our problem where 

we come down to living together.  God created all of us equally.  God intended for all 

of us to live in this great big world” (United States Alabama Advisory Committee 7).  

 Mr. Gordon concurred, saying Greene County’s churches offer hope for 

healing a racial divide:  “I think it’s going to have to come through churches.  We’re 

going to have to recognize that we’re all God’s children, that we’re all the same 

blood, and that we’re all human beings and that’s my hope, that we will come 

forward and work toward resolving those problems” (15). 

 Many members of Little Zion echoed this call for doing God’s will in 

eliminating racism in Greene County.  Deacon Ed Carter seemed to sum up the 

feelings of the entire congregation when he said: 

It is the will of the Lord for people to be able to work 
together.  That’s the will of the Lord.  When Jesus came, He 
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say, “I come not to destroy the law.  I come to fulfill the law.  
You children, love one another as I love you.”  So Jesus, God 
the Father, He intend for us to love one another.  He don’t 
advocate for no hatred.  He expect for white and Black to love 
one another until we die.  We are his children, and he expect for 
us to be kind to one another.  You can’t go around hating folks 
and look to make it to the eternal home. (Interview with James 
E. Carter) 

  

His grandson Rev. James Carter elaborated further: 

We’re only a few hundred years away from slavery that 
involved physical chains.  I think we’re still enslaved mentally.    
We have to be moved by God to find a way to reach out to 
those who hate, to reach out to those who destroy, whether they 
destroy the church, whether they destroy their lives with drugs 
and alcohol.  You say, “Well, how can that happen?  Will it 
ever happen in our lifetime?”  It does not matter how long it 
takes for it to happen.  This is God’s will.  And all my 
appointed time, I will wait upon the Lord.  I will be moved even 
more by God. 

  

This, according to the members of the church, is the role that the religious 

practices and traditions developed in the long history of Little Zion Baptist Church 

play in the larger community of Greene County.  Even with the church structure lying 

in ashes, those activities help people to “be moved even more by God.”  

 

The Rebuilding:  “It was God’s submissive will”  

Media attention to the burnings in early to mid 1996 prompted outside support 

for rebuilding efforts -- from financial and in-kind donations to volunteer skilled and 

unskilled labor.  Little Zion received direct help from people all over the world, 

enabling its complete rebuilding within a year and the dedication of the new brick 

building on January 19, 1997.  The project cost approximately $282,000, according to 
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Rev. Willie C. Carter, president of the construction company that served as general 

contractor to the rebuilding effort.  An insurance policy covered approximately 

$116,000, “but we never ran out of money,” Rev. Carter noted (9/7/98).  As Rev. 

Lewis and many other members of the church have pointed out, donations allowed 

the rebuilding to be paid for completely, without a mortgage.  Other burned churches 

have not received this level of support; however permanent federal funding 

established under The Church Arson Prevention Act of 1996 has coordinated grants 

awarded by the National Council of Churches and the Congress of National Black 

Churches, as well as low interest loans through the department of Housing and Urban 

Development.  By August 15, 2000, the NCATF had recorded $8.6 million in grants 

and $6.2 million in loan guarantee commitments to burned churches (United States 

NCATF, Fourth Year Report 6).  

While outsiders told the secular story of Little Zion’s rebuilding through 

publicity and financial support, church members described a spiritual journey, from 

desperation and sorrow to faith and renewal, a church literally reborn out of the ashes 

of its destruction.  Their narratives reveal a world-view where natural events are 

imbued with supernatural significance. 

These stories open with a sense of hopelessness, such as Rev. Oscar Williams’ 

observation that, “I guess we sort of felt that all was over, for we had probably 

$100,000 in insurance.  There was a question about whether even to try to rebuild.”  

Rev. W. D. Lewis noted that, “With Little Zion, it didn’t look like we could hardly 

make it, but we made it” (9/5/98).  In fact, his despair -- and that of other church 

members -- seems to have succumbed to the practice of his faith, and to the 
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transcendent experience of God’s intention to renew Little Zion.  Rev. Lewis’ 

prayers, direct conversations with God, prophesied the success of the rebuilding 

effort:  “One thing about the Lord, He’ll show you what you gonna do and what you 

ain’t gonna do.  Here you go.  If He tell me I make it, then I make it.  I ask him all the 

time.  He told me Little Zion would be rebuilt” (9/5/98).  Rev. Willie C. Carter 

described receiving a similar reassuring sign from God: 

About two weeks after Little Zion got burned, I had a 
vision that the church was up.  I had a vision.  I went up there 
and looked around, praying about the church.  I come on back 
and was praying so hard that night.  I had a dream and I saw it 
built back.  I was standing up in the road by the big tree over on 
the right.  In my sleep, I said, “Oh!  Little Zion is built back!”   

I called Reverend. Told him I had a vision.  I said, 
“Little Zion looked like a cross in my sleep.  It looked like cross 
to me.”  The shape of the church was a cross.22   

He said, “Well sit down and draw it out.” 
I went on to the office, sit down and start drawing it out.  

My vision come back to me.  It was the cross.  Yes.  The cross 
just like Jesus be on it. You notice the shape of the church now; 
it’s made just like a cross.  That’s the way I the Lord let me see 
it in my vision. 

I holler out, “Oh, the church is built back!”  (9/7/98) 
 
The vision assured Rev. Carter of the church’s renewal and motivated him to put 

God’s plan into action.  He used the cross, the Christian symbol of death and 

resurrection, as a model for the shape of the new church because God had shown it to 

him.  Thus, Rev. Carter became the instrument of God’s creation. 

Other church members described the rebuilding as a human effort through 

which God completed His work.  For Deacon Henry Carter, the rebuilding started 

with human beings picking themselves up and going to work in the face of what 

seemed like insurmountable destruction: 
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When we first started, we said, “Well, everybody’s 
decided to do a little clean up.”   

People start to say, “Well, I’ll bring my truck.”   
Somebody say, “Well I’ll bring a shovel.”   
Somebody say, “I’ll bring one, too.” 

 

These small gestures, seemingly mundane, became infused with the energy of divine 

purpose for church members who live by Biblical injunction.  Deacon Carter said:  

It’s in the book of James about working and faith.  You 
got to have those two to work together.  Without work, faith is 
dead; without faith, work is dead.23  All we got to do is serve 
Him.  Somewhere down the line, if we just serve Him and trust 
Him, God will bless us.  We can get our blessings.  They 
already prepared for us.  It’s up to us to apply ourselves, and 
once we apply ourselves, it may not come when you want it to 
come, but it always be on time.24   

 

For Deacon Carter, the blessing of the rebuilding was already in God’s plan.  But 

faith in that outcome wasn’t enough.  In fact, church members had to apply 

themselves to the task of rebuilding to realize what many later called a miracle. 

As Little Zion’s members set to work, many expressed surprise at how light 

the Lord had made their burden, how quickly the rebuilding progressed.  Rev. Willie 

Carter took his sketch of the cross-shaped church, with the added fellowship hall, to 

Birmingham for blueprints.  Meanwhile, the burning’s publicity had begun to 

generate tremendous financial support, as outsiders sent donations to three different 

rebuilding funds maintained by the churches, the SCLC and Boligee’s Mayor 

Lavender.  Rev. Lewis recalled: 

A few of us got together, organized ourselves to raise 
money.  We went out everywhere.  The Lord just blessed us 
with money. 

I said, “Well, it’ll take about two years,” a year to raise 
money and a year to build. 
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But the Lord blessed us.  He gives us money by the 
thousands, ten thousands.  One year to the day we were back 
inside.  The Lord willing, we come out of debt too.  We don’t 
have too much money, but we don’t owe nobody.  There’s no 
debt.  I tell people they ought to be glad of it, because the Lord 
worked a miracle.  I say, “God worked a miracle.” (9/5/98) 

 

Rev. Willie C. Carter said, “It got burned in January.  We start building in June and it 

went back so quickly!  Oooh!  The fastest one I ever seen in my life.  Yes, Lord.  It 

went fast.  Then we got back in it, and it look like it never been burned” (9/7/98). 

At the outset of the construction in June, church members and contractors at 

Little Zion were joined by volunteers, mostly teenagers, organized by Washington 

Quaker Workcamps (WQW) to help the Boligee churches rebuild.25  Working one to 

three week shifts throughout the summer, hundreds of WQW volunteers helped speed 

the construction.  In a June 30 Washington Post article, contractors at Little Zion 

reportedly estimated the extra help “is shaving as much as 20 percent off of the time 

it will take to complete the [structure]” (Castaneda A1).  Deacon Henry Carter said: 

 
Everybody applied themselves like an education program.  We 
looked around, and everybody started helping, and the ceiling 

started showing up.  
And look around, the 
walls start showing up, 
and the windows start 
falling into place.  And 
we all got jumping.  
All these people, they 
had it in their heart to 
work.   It was not a 
burden to them.  They 
sanctified themselves 
to do this.  It was a 
great joy, everybody 

working.  Everybody looking forward to tomorrow.  

Figure 9:  Little Zion in mid-summer, 
1996, when my family participated in the 
rebuilding effort. 
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While teenagers told Post reporter Ruben Castaneda they’d come to Little 

Zion to right the wrongs of racism (A17), church members took a broader view, 

telling me the volunteers had been sent by God.  Mrs. Mary Constantine explained: 

I feel like God sent those people to us.  That was part of 
His doing.  Up until now, I don’t know why the burning 
happened, but it was for some reason, and one of the reasons 
was to bring us closer together.  There’s a togetherness here real 
strong now.  Everybody just seems close and depending on each 
other. 

The church burning brought unity among us and people 
far away, because people came with love.  They just showed so 
much love, showed how much they cared about us by helping to 
rebuild the church. 

 
In this cultural context, God worked through the volunteers to heal the racial divide, 

and they needed not even be conscious of their role in this spiritual drama. 

 Deacon Henry Carter described the outpouring of help as the fulfillment of 

“God’s submissive will:” 

When we start our church, those people started coming 
in from everywhere.  I guess out of each of the fifty states there 
was somebody come in and help.  If they didn’t come, they sent 
financial aid.  The Lord had people coming together to rebuild, 
and they had brotherly love.  I know we couldn’t have put this 
building back ourselves with the insurance money alone.  We 
needed brotherly love, people coming from north, south, west, 
east, all over the place, feeling our need.  People just were real 
serious about whatever they thought they could do; they 
committed themselves.  Folks in the mail send money to us by 
the thousands of dollars.  God had opened up their hearts, not 
only for Little Zion, but the other churches too.  

The Lord built all the three churches back in the same 
year, and nobody was left without.  People are still coming.  
People are saying they have it in their heart to come here and 
help us.  It was one of those things that God willed. It was 
God’s submissive will.  God allowed things to happen, but He 
built Little Zion back better than it was before.  He always 
makes the church membership stronger in faith.  After all of 
these things our faith is a little bit more deep, a little stronger in 
the Lord.  I believe God allowed it. He arranged that some of 
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these things happen to Little Zion members, to make us stronger 
in Him, to believe that he is Jesus and there is no other greater 
than Him.  

During construction, I think everybody had a smile on 
their face.  Everybody worked just like one body.  I never saw 
things happen like this.  I have said it was God’s submissive 
will.  God caused things to happen for a time, for a season.  
This was God’s submissive will to bring his people together and 
apply with brotherly love.  

 
 When the volunteers arrived, Little Zion’s members embraced them as fellow 

children of God, arranging opportunities not only to work side by side, but also to 

sing, pray and fellowship26 together.  The church’s women began providing a daily 

potluck lunch and the event quickly grew into a small worship service.  Deacon 

Henry Carter recalled: 

We decided to have a free lunch for the volunteers every 
day.  Sometimes we almost have a service, joint activities 
during the hour.  Sometimes somebody sing; sometimes they 
have prayer; usually had a preacher among us; he would say a 
few words of encouragement. Then everybody’d sing together, 
harmonizing together.  People were feeling good; it was 
something that I know I hadn’t never experienced.  Yeah!  I had 
never had that type of fellowship.  We had cornbread, peas, 
collard greens, string beans, cake, and chicken and all the kinds 
of meats.  

It looked like they were so faithful.  Nobody wasn’t 
saying nothing, just bringing the food on every day.  That was 
an amazing thing.  The food was so good.  Everybody enjoyed 
their food, and when we got through, everybody went back to 
work, until three or four o’clock in the afternoon.  Then they’ll 
go home, get ready for tomorrow and come right back again. 

  

In this fulfillment of God’s plan through the unity of African American 

church members and mostly white outsiders, Little Zion was rebuilt better  

than ever before, and faith was renewed.  Rev. Oscar Williams recalled speaking at 

Little Zion’s dedication “about how the church represented a place where everybody 
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can come together, Black and white, Quaker and Mennonite.  They can come together 

and lift up from the dust and ashes a new monument to unity and togetherness.”  Mrs. 

Constantine described a powerful spiritual transformation.  “I can’t altogether explain 

what it felt like when the church was finally rebuilt, but it was a glorious feeling, like 

when you first become in Christ.  You feel like you’re cleansed, and you feel so 

happy and overjoyed.” 

Almost a year after the completion of 

the rebuilding effort at Little Zion, members 

added a cornerstone to the new building.  

Deacon Ed Carter, who said he had wanted 

such a monument for many years, saw the 

cornerstone erected just days before his own 

unexpected death on December 2, 1997.  

Placed just to the right of the front stairs, at 

eye level to those entering the church, the  

marker reads as shown in Figure 10. 

Figure 10:  Cornerstone of Little 
Zion Baptist Church 

This cornerstone joins a brick and concrete monument standing to the right of 

the church upon entering, which summarizes Little Zion’s history on one side, and 

recognizes past church leaders on the other: 
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LITTLE ZION BAPTIST CHURCH 
FOUNDED (CIRCA 1850) ON THIS SPOT AS A “BRUSH ARBOR” UNDER  

THE LEADERSHIP OF THE REVEREND STEVE BURNETT.   
AFTER MANY YEARS AS A LARGE WOOD FRAME STRUCTURE,  

THE CHURCH WAS REBUILT AND BRICKED IN 1970.   
ACTIVE IN THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT (1950-90s),  

THIS CHURCH WAS BURNED TO THE GROUND JANUARY 11, 1996. 
WITH GRACE, LOVE AND LABOR OF SCORES OF  

MENNONITES, QUAKERS, MEMBERS AND VOLUNTEERS,  
THIS CHURCH WAS REBUILT AND REDEDICATED TO JUSTICE AND GOD. 

REDEDICATED NOVEMBER 17, 1996 
TABLET DONATED BY MONTGOMERY AND PULASKI COUNTY, VA.  NAACP 

IN RECOGNITION OF DEDICATED WORK OF DR. OSCAR M. WILLIAMS 
TO THE PEOPLES OF NEW RIVER VALLEY AND VIRGINIA. 

NANNIE B. HAIRSTON, AREA CHAIR --  
GEORGE PENN, PRESIDENT, PULASKI BRANCH 

COL. WILLIAM BROWN, CHIEF OF POLICE, BLACKSBURG, VA 
 

LITTLE ZION BAPTIST CHURCH 
PASTORS  DEACONS   TRUSTEES  SECRETARIES 
STEVE BURNETT  CORGAN SMOTHERS  JOHN BRAGGS JOHN BRAGGS 
SAUL BROWN  DICK KNOTT  ISIKIAH HUBBARD MARSHALL ANTHONY 
SAMON BRYANT  ENNIS EARLEY  DICK KNOTT  HENRY T. CARTER 
REV. TERRY  SAM UNDERWOOD  WEST MURPHY OSCAR M. WILLIAMS, Treas. 
WILLIAM FIELD  JESSSIE PAUL  BOZ HUBBARD BESSIE CARTER 
WOODSON D. LEWIS  MACK DAVIS  FORRIS WATSON TONY CARTER 
   C.H. DEVELLE  CHARLEY HUBBARD LEROY SMITH 
   JOHN DAVIS  IKE PAUL 
   JONAS C. SMOTHERS  ENNIS DAVIS 
   ED HENRY CARTER  JOHN HUBBARD 
   HENRY T. CARTER  PAUL BROWN 
   WILLIE C. CARTER  JOE BRAGGS 
   HENRY SMITH  SID MURRAY 
   TOMMIE J. SMITH  PETER NEWMAN 
   LEROY SMITH  RUFUS BRANCH  
   THOMAS BELL 
 

Table 1:  This is the text on the brick and concrete monument in front of the rebuilt 
Little Zion Baptist Church.  Note that the rededication date is incorrect.  This was 
the date originally planned; however, the church was not officially rededicated until 
January 19, 1997.   

 

  
 Written by Rev. Oscar Williams, the above short narrative provides one of the 

few public documentations of Little Zion’s history by church members.  Thus, with 

the rebuilding effort complete, the church itself declares the restoration of its place in 

this community.  It glosses its early role as a “brush arbor” around 1850, implying a 
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place of worship for plantation slaves.27  The church then identifies itself “active” in 

the Civil Rights Movement, defined here not just as the tumultuous decades of the 

1960s and 1970s, but as the entire latter half of the twentieth century.  This broad 

definition of the Movement places the burning -- and rebuilding -- within the context 

of the Civil Rights struggle.  Finally, the church proclaims its role in the future of this 

community, “rededicated to justice and God.”    

 Looking back, church members give thanks to God for the restoration of Little 

Zion in this community, perhaps none more eloquently than Deacon Henry Carter: 

God was just so good to us and God is still good to us.  
We just don’t have words to express ourselves what God has 
done for us and that community of our church.  We don’t have 
words to express ourselves.  If we had ten thousand tongues we 
wouldn’t even be able to keep on saying, “Thank you!  Thank 
you, Lord.  Thank you for what you have done for us, all these 
things.”  We don’t have enough money to repay, saying, “Lord, 
I give you this for what you done.”  All we have is grace and 
mercy.  And that’s what I am leaning on now, His grace.  The 
scripture says, “Grace was sufficient.”28  But I’m gonna hold 
onto His grace.  Because I believe He’ll make a way for me not 
one time but all the time.  He has made a way for our church.  
He has put this church back, and He has made it a little bit more 
lookable.  All this God’s work.  I give all the praise and honor 
to Him to how He did it.  I wasn’t praying such a prayer, but 
when He did this I’m still praying for God to do His will.  
Because I knew that if He could build this whole earth in six 
days, He could just stand these three little churches up 
overnight.  That’s what He did. 
 

Looking forward, the people of Little Zion said the church has been 

revitalized in faith and begun to grow.  At the summer revival following the 

dedication of the new building, 17 children were baptized, many more than the usual 

four or five, members reported.  Mrs. Constantine said, “A lot of people that wasn’t 

coming to church before is coming now, and more young people are coming back to 
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church.”  Their attendance was encouraged, too, by the new wing of Sunday School 

classrooms built in 1998 with a grant from the National Council of Churches. 

When Rev. Lewis retired in 1999 after serving as pastor for nearly 50 years, 

the church entered a time of transition.  Initially, Rev. Oscar Williams was appointed 

pastor, but his declining health in battling Lou Gehrig’s disease forced him to step 

down the following year.  Then church then appointed Rev. Michael Barton, a young 

pastor who has continued to revitalize Little Zion.  In the summer of 2003, Pastor 

Barton noted that since his installation in July, 2000, the church membership has 

grown from around 90 people to more than 200, with about 75 percent of the 

members under age 25.  He also noted that the Sunday collection, formerly between 

$200 and $300 per week, now averages $1800 to $2000 each Sunday.  The church 

has purchased a van to bring shut-ins to Sunday services, to give members a 

convenient way to visit nearby churches for special events, and to provide field trips 

such as bowling and restaurant excursions for young people.  Pastor Barton said, 

“The Lord has truly blessed us. . . .  The gentleman that preached at my installation 

service gave as his subject:  ‘Going places you’ve never been, and doing things 

you’ve never done.’  And he prophesized over the church.  Ever since then, we’ve 

been going places -- and doing things -- that we’ve never been or never done before.”   

  

                                                 
Endnotes 

1 Deacon Ed Carter, 79 at the time of the burning, was generally 

regarded as the keeper of the church’s oral history.  Until his death on 
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December 2, 1997, church members deferred to his recollections of church 

events, repeatedly advising me, “Deacon Carter can tell you more about that.” 

2 The references here are to E. F. Frazier’s The Negro in the United 

States, R. A. Billings’ “The Negro and his church:  a psychogenetic study,” 

and E. de S. Brunner’s Church Life in the Rural South:  A Study of the 

Opportunity of Protestantism Based Upon Data from Seventy Counties. 

3 In this dissertation, the titles “Brother” and “Sister” will be used 

instead of “Mr.” and “Mrs.” or “Ms.” according to preferences expressed by 

individual church members.  

4 This is a retelling of “A Father and His Sons.”  According to Aesop 

Fables, the father of a “contentious Brood of Children” gave them a bundle of 

sticks and asked each to try to break it.  They could not.  Then he unbound the 

sticks and the children broke the sticks easily, one by one.  “The Reflection” 

states, “This is the intimate Force of Union, and the Danger of Division.  What 

has it been but Division that has expos’d Christendom to the Enemies of the 

christian Faith?  And it is as ruinous in private as ‘tis in publick.  A divided 

Family can no more stand, than a divided Commonwealth; for every individual 

suffers in the Neglect of a common Safety” (137-138). 

5According to Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations, this quote originated 

with John Dickinson’s The Liberty Song in 1768:  “By uniting we stand, by 

dividing we fall” (460b).  Dickinson, however, was paraphrasing the moral of 

the Aesop’s fable above.  The phrase was later picked up by George Pope 

Morris in The Flag of Our Nation:  “‘United We Stand, Divided We Fall’” 
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(600a).  Of course, all of these quotes echo the Bible’s Matthew 12:25:  “And 

Jesus knew their thoughts, and said unto them, “Every kingdom divided 

against itself is brought to desolation; and every city or house divided against 

itself shall not stand.”    

6 The New York Times ran “Black Church Fires are Under U.S. Review; 

Link Between Eight Cases in Alabama and Tennessee is Considered” on page 

7, while the Washington Post ran “Church Fires Rekindle Pain; Specter of 

Racism Rises With the Smoke” on the front page. 

7 Of course, Davis and others have noted that the transformation of the 

political to the spiritual can be used for opposite purposes -- to mobilize a 

congregation to take action in the secular world, or to pacify people with the 

promise of future rewards in heaven.  As will be explored in Chapter IV, 

Greene County’s leadership role in the Civil Rights Movement was 

established, at least in part, by local preachers who fought from the pulpit for 

their visions of justice and equality.    

8 Lankster is Black. 

9 Lavender, who is white, served as mayor of Boligee from 1976 until 

1996.   

10 Little Zion, Mt. Zoar and Mt. Zion 

11 This dissertation is, of course, a similar effort by an outsider to gain 

extensive cultural understanding through a relatively short period of 

interviews.  In my case, those interviews are conducted almost exclusively 
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within the African American community, as only one white person attended 

Little Zion regularly during my research. 

12 The Arson Task Force’s Fourth Year Report for the President, issued 

in September, 2000, was the latest report available as of this writing. 

13 Rev. Eddie Carter is the son of Rev. Willie and Sister Leola Carter. 

14 Matthew 12:25, Luke 11:17. 

15 Ezekiel 37:1-3:  

 The hand of the Lord was upon me, and carried me out 
in the spirit of the Lord, and set me down in the midst of the 
valley which was full of bones. 
 And caused me to pass by them round about:  and, behold 
there were very many in the open valley; and, lo, they were very 
dry. 
 And he said unto me, Son of man, can these bones live?  
And I answered, O Lord God, thou knowest. 
 

16 See the chart in Table 1 later in this chapter for the listing of Little 

Zion’s trustees through 1996.  

17 Sister Porter died on February 22, 2002. 

18 Deacon Carter drew a distinction here between sharecropping 

arrangements, which included various levels of landowner provisions in return 

for proportionate crops.  See Introduction endnote 7 for further explanation.   

19 The reader should be aware that since interviews with church 

members were conducted orally, spellings sometimes remain uncertain.  

Whenever I was unable to confirm a correct spelling, I have included the note 

[phonetic spelling].  In this case, the activist’s name might be spelled Obie.  
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20 Rev. William McKinley Branch’s name did make the ballot because 

he ran for two state offices, candidates for which are approved by the Secretary 

of State.  Rev. Branch lost in both races, however. 

21 Quotes from this meeting on July 2, 1996, are taken from my notes.  

However, a transcript was later released by the Alabama Advisory Committee 

to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, so citations refer to this more readily 

available document.  

22 Before it burned, Little Zion featured a front facade and two side 

wings, making the shape of a capital “T.”  As Rev. Carter saw in his vision, a 

fellowship hall at the rear of the building would change Little Zion’s shape to a 

cross, such as is made by a small “t.”  The church was rebuilt in this shape. 

23 James 2:14-26, especially verses 22 and 26.  Verse 22:  “Seest thou 

how faith wrought with his works, and by works was faith made perfect?”  

Verse 26:  “For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is 

dead also.” 

24 Reference to gospel song:  “He’s Right on Time.”  (Refrain lyrics:  

“He may not come when you want Him, but He’s right on time.”)   

25 WQW volunteers worked on Little Zion and Mt. Zion.  A group of 

Mennonite volunteers helped in the rebuilding of Mt. Zoar. 

26 Members of Little Zion often use the word fellowship as a verb. 

27 If Little Zion was founded as an African American church during this 

time it almost certainly would have served the slave community, for federal 

census records show few free Blacks in antebellum Greene County.  In fact, 

 
 

129



                                                                                                                                 
the 1860 census counted 10 free Blacks in the county (U.S. Census Bureau, 

Eighth Census, Slave Schedule). 

28 2 Corinthians 12:9:  “And he [Jesus] said unto me, My grace is 

sufficient for thee:  for my strength is made perfect in weakness.” 
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Chapter III: Recollections by Sister Rosie Lee Hendricks 
 

[Collector’s note:]  I interviewed Sister Rosie Lee Hendricks in the home of 

her cousin, Mrs. Johnnie Busby Jackson, on August 9, 1997.  Sister Hendricks had 

been visiting from Birmingham, and when she heard about this project she asked to 

participate. 

As the conversation began we were all sweltering in the August Alabama 

heat.  My infant daughter fussed and refused to nurse, and we were distracted by a fly 

that buzzed around us.  Within 

moments, however, Sister Hendricks 

had transported all of us beyond 

these mundane everyday discomforts.  

She spoke so forcefully of her 

spiritual journey at Little Zion, it 

gave me goose bumps. 

I asked very few questions 

during this interview, as Sister 

Hendricks seemed very certain about what she wanted to share for this collection of 

Little Zion memories.  At times she moved from prose recollection into a preacher’s 

chant.  I can only hope that this written narrative captures something of the power of 

her oratory, which should be familiar to readers acquainted with African American 

religious speech traditions. 

Figure 11:  Sister Rosie Lee Hendricks in the 
home of her cousin, Mrs. Johnnie Busby 
Jackson.  Sister Hendricks is recalling her 
conversion experience here.  

Little Zion was the only church I knew for many years.  My grandmother and 

my grandfather raised me.  My mother and my father, they say they died on the same 
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day when I was three weeks and three days old.  On the eighth of January, 1919.  In 

three weeks and three days, my mama was already gone.  Dead from the flu. 

 My grandmother say my mother took the baby and give it to her.  She say, 

“Mama, ain’t nobody got no business with this baby but you.”   

 My father came in, and he wanted to know why that sheet was hanging up 

there over that door.  He say, “Mary?  Is she gone?”   

 They say, “Yeah, Mary gone.”  

 He say, “I don’t have anything else to live for.”   

 Then he went on and died.  Died before day.  Heart attack, that’s the word 

they use now.  But mainly he died of a broken heart.  

 So my grandmother and my grandfather raised me in Little Zion.  That’s 

where I found Jesus.  My grandmother taught me to pray.  She said if I pray, God will 

bless me.  My grandmother sit me up in the chair, I remember, and she told me, “Our 

Father, which art in heaven.”  She said, “Say, ‘Our Father, which art in heaven.’”   

 I repeat that.   

 Today, that’s still in me.  I have to pray.  If I don’t pray, things’ll go messed 

up.  But if I talk to Jesus every day, if I talk to Him every day, through the night and 

through the day, things go right.  I don’t have no certain time to look up and say, 

“Lord, have mercy.”  He’s a wonderful God; He’s worthy to be praised.  He’s a good 

God.    

And He has blessed me.  He’s brought me a mighty long ways.  I been 

hungry.  I been where I didn’t have shoes, where I didn’t have clothes to put on my 
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back.  But God has blessed me.  Whatever I want, He may not give it to me right 

then, but He always on time.  I’m so thankful.   

 My granddaddy, he was a deacon in that church.  And they had a Amen 

Corner, where the old ladies sit and moan to the preaching.  But they don’t have all 

that now.  They done changed it.  It’s a city church now!  

 Back then, it was a frame church, with them old seats.  They wasn’t nailed 

together; they left a crack in there what you sat down on.  Benches.  Old benches.  

They didn’t have nothing like they do here.  Zion has grown.  It really has.   

 Back in that time, it was more spiritual.  Them old folks get in that church; 

they’d moan, and when they’d get to moaning you could feel something.  Preachers 

now just preaching through the talk.  But back then, you better say something!   

 My grandmother told me, she said she just wanted me to be sure.  She said, “I 

want you to be sure.”  She told me she’d knock the devil out of me if I come up there 

and didn’t have nothing to say. 

 I told the Lord to give me something to say, and He did.  Child, I had to be 

sure.  When I converted, peoples used to pat their hands, pat their feet, move 

something about.  When I was converted, (I can’t do it now like I used to), I could go 

down there [leans down] and get it, bring it up:  “I got Jesus all in my soul and I’m so 

glad!”  We used to talk about it. 

 You don’t talk about Christ now like you used to.  You don’t feel it like you 

used to.  Reason why, the devil got in.  The devil just about done took over 

everything.  Easing in, easing up on us.  
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 We don’t pray like we used to.  I know I don’t pray much as I used to.  I used 

to wouldn’t iron on a Sunday.  I had the thought that everything had to be exact to 

live. 

 My grandmother used to tell me, say, “Can’t nobody hurt you but your best 

friend.”   

 So I said, “Lord, you be my friend, Jesus.”   

 I try to treat peoples right.  What’s the use of living if I don’t make nobody 

happy?  If I don’t make somebody happy, my living will be in vain. 

 Little Zion is where I found Him.  And I’m gonna hold on long as I’m able.  

Oh, girl, I can talk about Jesus.  Rev. Jennings [phonetic spelling] was preaching that 

night, the last night of the revival meeting.  And all my friends had left me.  Already 

had their conversions.  Gonna be baptized and I’m not.  I didn’t have nowhere to turn 

to.  That revival was gonna close out on me.   

 I told the Lord, I said, “Now, I still ain’t got nothing.”  I’m the only one left 

on the mourner’s bench.  I told the Lord that Friday night that I didn’t have nobody. 

 And the preacher said, “Whose child is this?” 

 My grandmother got up and say, “It’s my grandchild.”   

 He say, “Well, come on round and pray for her.”   

 She went to praying; she fell out.  When she went out, I thought the best thing 

for me to do is to ease out the church!  I had to go.   

 I went on; I left the church.  And I told the Lord to send somebody, tell 

somebody to come for me.   
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 There was a place with white dirt between my house and the church.  And I 

went there down in that white place, down in the ditches.  Stayed out all night.  

“Lord, send somebody!  Send somebody!”  That’s all I can say.   

 That morning before day, a deacon named Knott, Brother Knott, he come.  I 

heard him that morning before day.  I had already asked the Lord to send somebody.  

I heard him coming, singing, “A charge to keep and a God to glorify!”   

 He ask Mama where I was.  She say, “She out there somewhere.” 

 My grandmother done prayed over me.  The Reverend done prayed over me.  

Now Dick Knott prayed over me.   

 But I had to pray for myself.  I was a hard believer.   

 When Dick Knott got through talking to me, I said, “Lord, here I come again.”  

I said, “I done prayed every prayer I know to pray.  I done everything the folks done 

told me to do.”  They told me get on my knees.  I did it.  When people begin to talk to 

me, whatever they say I repeat it down in my heart.  If you say, “Rosie Lee,” I say, 

“Rosie Lee.”  You say, “You do such and such a thing.”  I say, “You do such and 

such a thing.”  I was praying down in here [points to heart].  I repeat whatever people 

said to me.  That’s the way I was.  Girl, I sent up some prayers.  Uh-huh. 

 I stayed up there, till Jesus fixed me.  When He got me fixed up, I tell you, 

I’m all right with Him.   

 My grandmother went to town; she told me, she say, “Continue in prayer.”   

 When she came back, she say, “Nook?”  [phonetic spelling of nickname]   

 I say, “Ma’am?”   

 She say, “I thought you was gonna have something to tell me.”  
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 I say, 

 “I got something to tell you  

 but I can’t tell you now!”   

 She say,  

 “What you gonna tell me?”  

 I say,  

 “I can’t tell you now!” 

The day I confessed Christ was on a Saturday.  A girl was washing.  Her name 

was Beth; she wash every Saturday morning.   

 She say, “Hey, Nook!”   

 I say, “Hey!”   

 She say, “I got something to tell you!  You got something to tell me?!”  

 I said, [shaking head negatively] “Uhnt uh.  But I can tell you one thing:  God 

working with me!”   

 She said, “Keep on praying!”   

 I said,  

 “I can’t stop now;  

 I’m too close!   

 I’m too close to turn around!” 

 Then Mama told me, say,  

 “Go out there and get the cow,  

 and carry on down the bottom;  

 we got to pick them peas.”  
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 I went out there and untied the cow,  

 and when I looked at my hands,  

 my hands looked new!   

 I looked down at my feet,  

 and my feet looked new!  

 I said, “I know!”  

 I looked around  

 and it looked like the sparkling clouds  

 was trimmed with gold!   

 I said, “I know!”   

 I said, “I know  

 there’s a God somewhere!   

 I know  

 There’s a God somewhere!”   

 About that time, Mama say,  

 “You going?”   

 I say,  

 “I’m on my way.” 

 As I picked them peas,  

 looked like them peas was hopping!   

 Lord in me  

 and I could hear a voice,  

 say,  

137 
 



 “Go and tell Uncle Freed [phonetic spelling].  

 I done died one time  

 and I ain’t gonna die no more!”  

 I said, “Mama!”  

 I said,  

 “Don’t you hear that man talking to me?”   

 She say,  

 “Ain’t nobody talking to you.   

 That’s the devil!”   

 I say,  

 “Well, it’s still telling me,  

 don’t you hear him say,  

 ‘Go and tell Uncle Freed,  

 I done died one time,  

 and I ain’t gonna die no more!’”   

 (Uncle Freed was a old man,  

 about ninety some years old.) 

  And when I got to the end of the row, 

 I begun to pull the sack off my shoulder!   

 She say,  

 “Girl, where you going?”  

 I say,  

 “I got to go and tell Uncle Freed,  
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 ‘I done died one time,  

 and I ain’t gonna die no more!’”  

 She say,  

 “Girl, sit down!”   

 I say,  

 “I can’t sit down!   

 I can’t be still!   

 I got to go!”   

 And I began to pull that sack off, 

 and I began to run!   

 And as I run, 

 I had to go through some woods.   

 And when I got in those woods,  

 I was just a cold.   

 I didn’t feel nothing.   

 I said,  

 “Lord, if I done told a lie,  

 I done told a lie in your name!”   

 I heard a voice say,  

 “Go, and tell Uncle Freed  

 I died one time. . . .”  

 [shouts] And I been going ever since!   

 Every day, every night!   
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 I have my ups and downs,  

 but that’s all right!  

 I know I got JESUS!   

 Able to do anything but fail!   

 Jesus looks at me,  

 He takes care of me,  

 He feeds me,  

 He rocks me to sleep!   

 God is all I got!   

 You know you can’t mistreat me!   

 You can’t hurt me!   

 JESUS!   

 I got Him in here!  [Points to breast.]  

 And I’m gonna keep Him here. 

  God got me, and He gonna keep me till my time comes.  He took my husband; 

that’s all right.  He still look over me.  I tell Him every day.  “Shelter me under His 

wing.  Keep me.  Keep me, Jesus.  Shelter me.”  I know I got Jesus!  I know it.   

 I appreciate Little Zion, because I wouldn’t have been what I am today.  Little 

Zion look over me.  It taught me a lot of things about the word of prayer.  And that’s 

what I live on.  I’m not educated, but I thank God, whatever anybody else got in this 

world, He give it to me too.  Sure did.  

 Girl, I love to talk about Jesus.  [Laughs.]  I love to talk about Jesus. 
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 My grandmother and my grandfather raised me.  I stayed with them till I was 

about 15.  Then I had to marry.  I wasn’t expecting no baby or nothing like that.  But 

my grandfather was sort of, well, mean.  So rather than get in a lot of trouble, I just 

eased out and got me a husband.  I had to pray for one though, and the Lord sent me a 

good husband.  Yeah, we lived together for 55 years.  Fifty-five years, six months and 

21 days.  That’s my husband.  So we had our ups and downs, but we loved one 

another. 

 My grandmother paid 50 cents for some material and she made me a little 

white dress.  She paid two dollars for some white shoes, and she cooked me a cake.  

The eighth of December.   

 The door to the house wasn’t on good.  The steps, you had to be careful how 

you walk up on them.  If you don’t, you fall through!  And it was raining.  It rain 

hard.   

 They said, “John ain’t got here yet; it’s raining out there.” 

 I said, “Lord, have mercy on me.” 

 When he did come, he brought a truck with some folks from down at his 

church.  We married right on the porch, right on the steps.  You had to hold 

something to get down those steps.  That’s where we married.  The eighth day of 

December, 1935. 

 I thank God for whatever He done for me.  Because it’s been a blessing.  You 

know I been hungry.  My husband and I build a house.  He nail a nail and I nail one.  

Put the top on the house.  He got up there; I got up there too.  We had some money, 
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we put it on the house.  We didn’t have no money, he lay his hand on the wall and 

pray to God. 

 When I married, I had to work.  Cleaning people’s houses.  Whatever needed 

to be done, I had to do it.  My granddaddy never bought me a book.  I had a uncle to 

buy me some books one time, and I went to the fourth grade.  I never had the 

opportunity.  It’s been rough, but looking back on my life, it’s been joy. 

 I remember one time, I didn’t have no way to go to work.  A man brought me 

home, brought me over the hill and put me out and charged me four dollars.  I didn’t 

have but two dollars, and I gave them to him.   

 I come across the hill, going over to my house.  I say, “Lord, all these cars in 

this world belong to you.  I ain’t even got a dime.  Show me a way to get a car for me, 

Jesus.”   

 And my husband came on home that Friday evening.  He said, “Let’s go look 

for a car.”   

 I said, “Baby, we ain’t got no money.”   

 He said, “I know we ain’t, but I’m gonna sell some cows and hogs.”   

 He carried them cows and hogs up there and sold them.  And he had twelve 

hundred dollars.  And we went and looked for a car. 

 And the Lord fixed it so every now and then we could pay double, and no 

kind of problem.  I ask Him for it.  It’s His car.  Whatever I want, I say, “Lord, you 

know what I need.”  God is a good god, sure enough is.  He’s a good God. 

 My husband, I found him dead in the bed.  I went to Chattanooga.  He fix me 

my lunch and he give me extra clothes.   
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 He say, “Because you might get sick up there.”   

 I already been sick; they was talking about putting me in the hospital.   

 When I came back, he was in the bed, dead.   

 We left at 8 o’clock, and we got back here around 4:30.  He supposed to pick 

me up, and he never did pick me up.  And so I called my brother in law, told him 

come on and take me home.  

 When I got home, he was in the bed.   

 I said, “John?  Is you dead?  Is you dead, John?”   

 Shaking him.  He was in a sweat all over.   

 I said, “John, is you dead?”   

 And I kissed him and tried to shake him and tried to bring him back.  He was 

already gone.   

 (He had so many different complaints.  He had sugar [diabetes]; he had been 

hurt in the mine.)   

 Girl, I want to follow him.  What was there to live for?  He’s gone.  All I had 

was gone.  I have no sisters, no brothers, who I’m gonna lean on?   

 But God always got somebody.  I know He been good to me, honey.  Yes, 

Lord.  He been good to me.  You hear what I say?  Every day.   

You don’t own your self.  God lent it to you.  He don’t give us anything.  What you 

gonna carry out with you?   

 I got a dining room, got a breakfront over there in the corner.  And I love 

pretty dishes, pretty china.  I go out of my way to get it.   
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 But when my husband died, I walked in that dining room one day.  I put all 

that stuff, piled it in the middle of the floor.  It meant nothing.   

 That’s the day the Lord spoke to me, told me He was too holy and too 

righteous to make a mistake.   

 I start back to living.   

 He say, “I’m too holy and too righteous to make a mistake.”  He let me know 

that John’s time was up and he had to go.  And that I should continue to live. 

 My life been beautiful to me so far, and I so happy to say I know Jesus, and I 

know Him for myself, because I got to see Him.  You can’t see Him for me, and I 

can’t see Him for you.  I got to see Him for myself.  And I know, when my time roll 

around, I’ll be ready.  I’m praying for to be ready.  Because you never know. 

 Some of those older members, they go to heaven every night.  Cousin Tilly 

[phonetic spelling] go to heaven every night, and when she and mama get together 

shelling peas, they’d sit out there and talk about it. 

 Cousin Tilly used to talk about what she seed.  She says heaven is a beautiful 

place.  She says everything up there is white.   

 She’d say, “I went there last night.  Sure did.”  And she’d talk about it.   

 Mama walk her home a little piece with her.  They’d turn around, walk a little 

piece this way, turn around, walk a little piece back.   

 Keep talking about heaven.  She’d tell mama it was beautiful up there.  

Everything is white.  I don’t know if she was sleeping or what.  I imagine she was 

dreaming.  
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 She’d tell you about angels, watch over you all night while you sleep.  

Sometimes, that be in my prayers.  

 I got one time where I couldn’t walk.  You could point at that foot and it 

wouldn’t move.  I couldn’t move it myself.   

 I said, “Lord, is you gonna let your child live in the world, won’t be able to 

walk no more?”   

 I said, “If I be able to walk, Jesus,” I said, “show me a sign.  Show me so 

plain that a fool can understand.”  

 And when I saw myself (in my mind’s eye), I saw myself running.   

 And I began to run.  And it come to me, it said, “Is this me running?”   

 I looked at my foot and said, “Lord, have mercy.  This is me running.”  I been 

running ever since.  

 And Little Zion, I love it.  I always will love it.  We had a program here for 

the older members.   

 That’s the day I told them, I said, “This is where I found Jesus.”  

 Yes.  This is where I found Him.  It’s been a long time, a long time.  1932, 

and I still haven’t turned Him loose.  And I’m getting closer now than ever to the 

grave, I know.  But I know I got JESUS.  He ain’t gonna let me lay and suffer.  When 

He get ready for me, He gonna come on and ease me away from this world.  And I’m 

ready.  Whenever He gets ready, I’m ready.   
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