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The pilgrims at Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, Birmingham.  

 In 1963, four middle-school-aged girls were killed during Sunday School when a white nationalist bombed the church. 
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A LENTEN PILGRIMAGE – APRIL 4-7, 2019 
 

Come now Spirit of power, come now quickly and seize this moment. The conscience of our 
nation teeters on the edge of change. Old wounds between us have opened. Deep divisions have 
been revealed. We are stunned by the cost of our own behavior. Now is the time. Now is an 
historic opportunity for love. Pull prejudice from us like a poison. Draw out the fear that breeds 
our racism. Open our eyes to behold our common humanity. Silence the justifications and the 
denials before they begin and keep our eyes fixed firmly on the prize, not on the politics. Come 
Spirit from all four sacred directions, from every color and culture, come and use this sorrowful 
moment for good. Heal our racism now.  

The Rt. Rev. Steven Charleston 

In the winter of 2018-2019 St. Elisabeth’s began a study of systemic racism in America and the continuing injustices 
confronting Black Americans and other People of Color, as well as many in poverty.  We began to see White 
Privilege through new lenses and asked, “How should we be responding as Christians?”  Two books guided our 
initial conversations – Just Mercy by Bryan Stevenson and The Cross and the Lynching Tree by James H. Cone.  
We shared a reading list developed by All Saints Episcopal Church in Chicago of books and articles recommended 
for different ages, and we developed a list of sites in the Chicago area that provide local experiences of the rich 
culture of people of racial diversity and also expose the impact of racial injustice.  As eight pilgrims journeyed to 
Alabama in early April, updates and responses were shared with the whole congregation.  Included here are 
reflections shared by pilgrims each day and during St Elisabeth’s 10:00 worship on Palm Sunday. 

The Pilgrims started on the Civil Rights Trail in Birmingham, visiting the Kelly Ingram Park with its emotionally 
powerful sculptures depicting the civil rights struggle in Birmingham and, across the street, the 16th Street Baptist 
Church, site of the 1963 Ku Klux Klan bombing that killed four girls attending Sunday School.  This bombing 
galvanized the civil rights movement and the struggle towards passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 

 



The next stop was Montgomery and a visit to the Institute for Equality and Justice Legacy Museum,  a dynamic and 
haunting multi-media experience of the tragic racial inequality and abuse in our country from the onset of slavery to 
the present criminal justice system. 

 

No one could have imagined the powerful experience of our very full Saturday morning visit to the National 
Memorial for Peace and Justice.  The simplicity of design, the dramatic sculpture and the stories told left us 
breathless. This is a memorial to the more than 4400 African American men, women and children who were hanged, 
burned alive, shot, drowned, and beaten to death by white mobs across America between 1877 and 1950.  On a six-
acre rise overlooking Montgomery the national lynching memorial is, as their brochure rightly states, a sacred space 
for truth-telling and reflection about racial terror in America and its legacy. 

 

 

 



We needed the calming drive from Montgomery to Selma for quiet reflection and conversation.   

In addition to the pilgrimage sites we had visited, we had observed the vibrant towns of Birmingham and 
Montgomery and enjoyed their lively restaurants and manicured gardens.  Selma is much smaller, seems harder hit 
by economic depression and was a quiet contrast to the two cities, but it has a powerful history.   

 

We easily found our way to the Old Town and Black Churches that had been sites of strategizing and mobilizing the 
campaign to exercise voting rights.  For a while we had to ourselves the Edmund Pettus Bridge that was the famous 
setting of peaceful marchers confronted by State Troopers and armed citizens.  Then suddenly we were joined by 
busloads of African American youth who were making their own pilgrimage.  Together we honored those heroes 
whose third attempt to cross the bridge and move on to Montgomery succeeded. 

Exhausted but determined to pay tribute to one more hero before our return to Montgomery, we stopped in the small 
town of Haynesville to visit the memorial to Jonathan Daniels, the 26 year-old Episcopal seminarian and civil rights 
worker who was shot and killed on August 20, 1965.  He is now included in the Episcopal Church Calendar of 
Saints and Holy Women and Men.   (https://www.episcopalnewsservice.org/2015/08/13/remembering-jonathan-
daniels-50-years-after-his-martyrdom/ ) 

 



 

Sunday marked the third day of our journey.  We worshipped at historic St. John’s Episcopal Church.  Greeted with 
warm hospitality by their rector and members of the congregation, we were reminded of how much change the 
church has witnessed since the days when Jefferson Davis, president of the Confederacy, worshipped there, and 
even more recently when a memorial to him was removed.  As we drove through the city, we saw numerous historic 
sites representing the diverse and conflicted history of the community – an easier opportunity in a city the size of 
Montgomery than in a city of millions where neighborhoods and people in different walks of life and of different 
races are isolated from one another.   

 

Instead of trying to add more site visits Sunday afternoon as we had originally intended, we took the time for 
individual reflecting and beginning to imagine how our faith is requiring us to respond.   As we return home, we 
hope that others at St. Elisabeth’s will join us in seeking ways to respond to the patterns of racial injustice in our 
country.     We know we have been changed by these experiences, but this is only a beginning of a much longer 
journey that will require many pilgrims. 

 

 
Will you strive for justice and peace among all people, respecting the dignity of every human being? 

(from the Baptismal Covenant, Book of Common Prayer, page 305) 

 



Lenten Pilgrimage, Friday, April 5, 2019 

Notes from the Road: Day 1 

 
Hi all,  
 
It has been a long day for the eight of us who made the trip down here to Alabama. I'm writing this note to you 
around 11:00 at night after what has been an incredibly exhausting day - physically, mentally, and spiritually. We 
began our travels very early this morning, and after navigating our way through a couple of airports, found our way 
to Birmingham, Alabama around lunch time.  
 
We took a walk through Kelly Ingram Park on our way to visit the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. The park served 
as the central staging ground for many of the large demonstrations that took place in Birmingham during the Civil 
Rights Movement. This is the place where infamous Public Safety Commissioner, Eugene "Bull" Connor, confronted 
the demonstrators - many of them children and youth - with mass arrests, police dogs, and firehoses. Several 
sculptures are now situated around the park, and they are haunting images of the not-so-distant past that forced me 
to confront the brutal realities of what took place on the very ground I was standing on.  
 
 

 
 

Pilgrims in front of 16th Street Baptist Church 
 

We crossed the street and walked over to the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. Organized in 1873, Sixteenth Street 
was the first black church in Birmingham, and during the 1960's, served as the headquarters for the civil rights 
mass meetings and rallies. On Sunday, September 15, 1963, a bomb set off by members of the Ku Klux Klan killed 
four young girls attending Sunday School and injured many other members of the congregation. I felt the beautiful 
spirits of those young girls as I walked in the doors of the church. I also felt the weight of the racism, hate, and 
white supremacy that took their lives from this earth.  
 
I held onto that tension through the rest of the day, as we all headed onto Montgomery to spend time at The Legacy 
Museum. This museum uses incredible imagery and technology to tell the story of the enslavement of African 
Americans, the evolution of racial terror lynchings, legalized racial segregation, and the racial hierarchy that still 
exists in America today, especially around mass incarceration. I can't eloquently explain my feelings from 
journeying through the exhibits there. I'm having a hard time looking down at the color of my skin and wondering 
how so many people throughout history, and even today, think I am superior, smarter, and more worthy of dignity, 
respect, and grace because I am white. I don't know what to do with the sorrow it causes me.  
 
So, I'm choosing to simply sit with it for now. I'm using this pilgrimage not to jump to conclusions, not to seek out 
fast answers, and not to plan what I can do to change things as soon as I get back to Chicago. Rather, I'm using this 
time to pay attention.  



 
I want to see what has happened and is happening to our black siblings. I want to hear the pain and sadness, the 
frustration and desperation. I want to feel the ground beneath my feet and know, in my bones, the terror that has 
happened on this land. I want to pay my respects to the heroic Civil Rights Leaders who risked their lives for justice 
and grieve the thousands that have been murdered because of their skin color. And while all of that is happening, I 
want (or really, I need) Jesus to walk with me.  
 
The eight of us sang the words to this African-American Spiritual while taking a moment to pray in the Sixteenth 
Street Baptist Church. It will be my prayer throughout the next few days: "I want Jesus to walk with me, I want 
Jesus to walk with me, all along my pilgrim journey, Lord, I want Jesus to walk with me."  
 
In Christ's Love,  
Dillon  

 
 
 
 

 
The Community Remembrance Project recognizes victims of lynching by collecting soil  

from lynching sites and creating a memorial that acknowledges the horrors of racial injustice. 
(from The Legacy Museum, Montgomery) 

 
 
 

  



Lenten Pilgrimage, Saturday, April 6, 2019 

Notes from the Road: Day 2 

As Dillon captured, yesterday was very powerful. We saw and heard, in several different places, stories of 
unimaginable suffering, inflicted in our own country over hundreds of years by one people upon another. Only two 
things buoyed me as I experienced these stories while day faded into night. One was the quote from Abraham 
Lincoln on a screen at the beginning of our walk through Montgomery's Legacy Museum: "If slavery is not wrong, 
nothing is wrong." It reminded me that in the long history of slavery and oppression, there were whites who saw it 
for what it was - not just that great man - and did everything in their power to change it.  

The other help came from the stories of the very ordinary, and yet truly extraordinary, black people of Montgomery. 
In 1955 and 1956, they walked to and from work, often for miles, for almost a year in order to force the municipal 
bus system finally to desegregate. Seven years later, they confronted Bull Connor's police in order to demand their 
rights as citizens. And when that didn't work, they called upon their children to march, riveting the nation. The 
courage of those men, women and children is awe-inspiring. 

But this morning was brutal. We walked for two 
hours through the National Memorial for Peace and 
Justice, which commemorates the over 4,000 
lynchings throughout the North and South that the 
Equal Justice Initiative has documented. Each slab 
hanging in the massive memorial contains the names 
of those in a particular county known to have 
suffered this terrible and humiliating death, at the 
hands of white citizens who knew and reveled in 
what they were doing. If you walk through this 
Memorial in a white skin, you cannot help but ask, 
"Where am I in this? What responsibility do I bear?"  

I know that some say that to feel personal guilt is not 
right, as very few whites living today participated in 
these horrors. And some say that this era is over, and 
we should concentrate on moving beyond it. There 
are kernels of truth in both those reactions, but for me 
not the whole truth.  What resonates with me are the 
opening lines of the song that furnished the title of 
Alan Paton's great novel of apartheid in South Africa: 
"Cry, the beloved country, these things are not yet at 
an end; for we are the inheritor of our fears."  What 
we saw at the Memorial is part of what shaped the 
country we live in, and so part of the inheritance of 
fear and distrust left to both white and black 
Americans. But the law teaches us that, if we know 
about and understand it, an inheritance can be 
disclaimed, and we can free ourselves from it. That is 
something each of us can do.  

 

 
         Pilgrims reading the names of victims   

            of racial lynching in the Memoria



We ended our morning at the Memorial with the only thing I can think of that could transform this intense and 
moving exposure to horrible deaths to a hope for new life: a Eucharist, in which we told the stories that had moved 
us, broke bread and drank wine together, and welcomed Christ among us in this sacred space.  

Peter Rossiter  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pilgrims gathered for Communion 

 

 



Lenten Pilgrimage, Sunday, April 7, 2019 

Notes from the Road: Day 3 

 

Since Peter's last entry, we split off 
and became a team of five pilgrims 
and journeyed to Selma. John, 
Anne, Daphne, Dillon and I walked 
across the Edmund Pettus bridge, 
keeping in our thoughts the former 
pilgrims that risked their life when 
they desired to cross this very same 
bridge in 1965 to recruit voters, 
who were denied access to voter 
registration because of aggressive 
and prohibitive measures by 
whites. It was the first Sunday in  

 
Entering Selma, Alabama 

March when armed police brutally beat unarmed civil rights demonstrators as they attempted to 
trek from Selma to Montgomery and were stopped. The next attempt, on March 21, 1965, with 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and others, was supported by Congress and the demonstrators 
successfully crossed and walked to Montgomery. 

The pilgrims from St. Elisabeth's made the journey by car and marveled at those who walked the 
50 miles. To think what they had to do before they could exercise a right that was adopted by the 
US Constitution in 1870!  

I began to think about the emotional energy required to attempt the bridge crossing two weeks 
later. What kind of spiritual energy was needed to try again? What kept them from giving up? I 
realized what is common in all three of us who have written to you: we all wonder how we 
would have responded. We have struggled with our place in this history, where we fit in and 
would we have persevered as they did. I, even more so, asked myself if I had the right or 
responsibility to identify with blacks or whites, settling on "no, I am neither." I had already got 
confirmation that I was not perceived as white or black, even though I am of minority status. I 
realize now, that when I had settled on that stance a few weeks prior to the pilgrimage, I was 
disassociating myself from this white-black problem. Not only was I not at Selma, Montgomery, 
Marion or Birmingham, I do not identify with white supremacy ideals. I did not believe to have 
the same legacy as my fellow white pilgrims. Slavery, oppression of blacks, and lynching were 
not inherited in my bloodline. No way! I am not white.  

But something happened when I crossed the Edmond Pettus bridge. I crossed another bridge. I 
began to consider that I have been allowing myself to disown not only white and black legacies, 
but Japanese ones too. Truth be told, when I was at Hiroshima, I knew I did not identify with 
those that bombed this city nor was I a victim of the atomic bomb. I know I did not own the 
legacy of bombing Pearl Harbor or being interned (my family was in Japan or Hawaii during  



World War II). The bridge crossing I had yesterday was that I have excused myself from all 
responsibility, pain and healing that accompanies all legacies. What this pilgrimage has gifted 
me with is the pain, courage and deservedness of African Americans. I cognitively knew they 
were damaged, courageous and deserving before, but I was unable to allow myself the time to 
walk their journey, consider myself there in the deep South. This journey has moved me to 
choose a legacy. I guess you can say I chose the white legacy. Like every Sunday, when we are 
there in the upper room with Jesus and his disciples. I was there in Selma and Birmingham and I 
chose to be part of the responsibility, pain and healing that goes along with living in this country. 
Maybe now I am American. When you see me, I will look the same. You might not ever hear me 
utter these words again. Yet, I see myself as transitioned to a different place, a place where 
experience and information, no matter how horrible, uncomfortable or fearful, steers me in a new 
direction. I have crossed a bridge and with the grace of God, I will stay put.  

Leslie Davey  

 

 

Brown Memorial Chapel A.M.E. Church, Starting Point for Selma to Montgomery Marches in 1965 

  



Lenten Pilgrimage 2019 

Reflection Following the Pilgrimage 

 

    Bringing It Home 

 

A few weeks ago, I got to experience a break in Lent and an early spring in Alabama with a 
group from St E’s plus my sister Karen from Boston. We were on a trip to the epicenter of Civil 
Rights that included the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham and the National Memorial 
for Peace and Justice in Montgomery.  

When the subject of a pilgrimage to the National Memorial first came up, I knew I had to go. I’d 
read about it and seen pictures and I thought it looked like a steel version of the Parthenon, 
sitting atop a green hill. And the group that designed this memorial for victims of lynching had 
as their mission to make spaces that heal.  

When we got there, I saw that the memorial is in the middle of a neighborhood overlooking the 
city of Montgomery, not out in the remote countryside. The sounds of the city swirled around us, 
sirens and church bells, and all this seemed fitting. The memorial does in fact look like a temple, 
but with steel blocks instead of marble columns. Each block represents one of 800 counties 
where lynchings took place between 1877 and 1950. The names of the 4400 lynching victims are 
cut into the steel.  

As we headed into the monument, our group was soon separated by the six-foot blocks 
surrounding us like trees in a woods. We kept walking and reading the names on the blocks and 



the ground gradually sloped downward until we were standing beneath the blocks suspended 
from the ceiling. They were so high, I couldn’t read the names anymore. It was impossible not to 
feel what this represented – the grim reality of lynching. But with sunlight pouring in through the 
windows and a waterfall cascading down the wall, it felt like those heavy steel blocks were 
ascending towards heaven. It felt like hope and victory.  

These words were inscribed in large letters on the wall nearby:  

For the hanged and beaten. 
For the shot, drowned, and burned. For the tortured, tormented, and terrorized. 
For those abandoned by the rule of law. We will remember.  

With hope because hopelessness is the enemy of justice. With courage because 
peace requires bravery. With persistence because justice is a constant struggle. 
With faith because we shall overcome.  

So much happened on this trip that gripped me and brought me to tears. Through it all, I felt 
buoyed by the people I was with and by the prayers of people back home. As we visited the 
Memorial and the Legacy Museum and the Baptist church where four young girls were killed in 
1963, we often said to each other, that really brings it home. And now that’s what I need to do - 
bring it home. It’s important to share these experiences, tell the stories of tragedy and struggle 
but also of peace, justice and hope as we celebrate this Easter season. I hope by writing this that 
I’ve made a start.  

--Kay Rossiter  
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First Meditation  
(after the Palm Procession) 

 
 
 
 

In March, 1965, following up on failed efforts to register to vote, African Americans in Selma, 
Alabama determined to march from their home to the State capital in Montgomery.  There were 
three attempts, each of them over the Edmund Pettus Bridge spanning the Alabama River.  The first 
was turned back with tear gas, water cannon and nightsticks, the marchers forced to return to the 
church in Selma which was the center point of the effort.  The second met a similar blockade of a 
“sea of blue” local police.  With national attention now focused upon Selma, with a Federal court 
injunction in hand, the march again started, this time with Dr. Martin Luther King leading and 
singing.  Governor Wallace refused the President’s request to provide protection, and the President 
called up the Alabama national guard.  The march proceeded 54 miles, all on foot, for three days 
until it reached the State Capital in Montgomery, where some 25,000 were in attendance.   
 
 
Those marchers simply HAD to march, to reach their goal, their destiny.  It was the culmination of a 
journey of 100 years to gain one of the most fundamental of American freedoms: the right to vote.   
On our pilgrimage we too walked over the Edmund Pettus Bridge, trying to put ourselves into those 
earlier days and into the minds of those brave marchers.  Although we traversed the bridge on the 
sidewalk, we witnessed some 150 mostly African American students, seemingly college age, walking 
across the bridge, with auto traffic halted, and with police protection.  What a moving sight! 
 
 
A few minutes ago, we paraded - or marched - in celebratory manner, to relive the march and entry 
of Jesus into Jerusalem.  I am struck by the parallel.  Jesus, too, walked in the days preceding what 
we now call Palm Sunday, all the way from Judea to Jerusalem.  He HAD to walk, or march, to 
reach his goal, his destiny.  Surely he knew the dangers of wading into the midst of the authorities 
who feared his influence.  There was wild celebration by his followers as Jesus entered Jerusalem.  
There was great celebration by the African American marchers upon their arrival at the State Capital 
in Montgomery.   
 
 
Jesus and his followers, the Selma marchers, you and I with the St Elisabeth community on Vernon 
Avenue, all sharing a common purpose, on a pilgrimage toward a goal, in the community of others 
of like mind. 
 

--John Tuohy 
 
  



Second Meditation  
(before Communion) 

 
On April 5th,  8 pilgrims began a journey together in Birmingham, Alabama that continued on to 
Montgomery, Selma and Hayneville, sites on the Civil Rights Trail.  We represent different 
generations, different life experiences and different cultures.  We are friends who care about each 
other and who feel called to be together to look, to listen and to reflect on a brutal aspect of this 
country’s history, asking how do we respond as Christians.  In other words, we are a community, a 
community that is part of a larger community whose presence we felt across the miles as each of you 
traveled with us in spirit, participated in our preparations and will be part of our journey  together as 
we build on this experience.  At the heart of our community is Jesus. 
 
It’s tempting as we share our Alabama experience to focus on the horrors reflected in the displays 
and dramatic sculptures that depict the violent outrage of white supremacists.  Witnessing the 
vicious and inhumane treatment of human beings is unforgettable and a painful reminder of how 
much the hatred, fear and racism in our own time are haunting reflections of past wounds.   
 
Reflecting on the past, it is common to wonder, “What would I have done?” 
 
I hope that I would have been one of those who had the courage to speak out to power and create 
openings for change.  We remember the great heroes who did just that, but there were thousands of 
others whose names we don’t remember who also did just that.  In every city we visited, Black 
churches are prominent sites on the Civil Rights Trail.    Communities of Christians who cared for 
each other and had the Gospel Stories of Jesus engrained in their hearts felt compelled to live out 
those stories by courageously speaking out to power and demanding change.  Like Jesus, they knew 
that that way might lead to death, but they were willing to risk all in order to provide better 
opportunities for their fellow travelers and future generations.  They were answering the call to be in 
right relationship – in community – with God and with each other. 
 
Historic Black Churches became the centers for strategizing and mobilizing the non-violent Civil 
Rights Movement.  Their communities prayed together, sang together, and included those from 
other faith traditions and even no faith tradition.  Together they boycotted Montgomery busses, 
offered sanctuary to Freedom Riders fleeing violent mobs, provided food for the hungry and 
endured water cannons, tear gas and beatings as they marched for voting rights.  
 
Today we gather as a community seeking to be in right relationship with God and each other.  We 
pray together.  We sing together.  In a few moments we will share a common meal as Jesus asked us 
to do.  Then we begin the journey of the Passion.   As we move in community towards Easter, let us 
together consider this question, How will we exhibit as individuals and as a community the courage and 
leadership to nurture respect for our fellow human beings and promote paths to equitable opportunity for abundant life 
for all? 
 
In the words of Martin Luther King, Jr., “We are now faced with the fact that tomorrow is 
today. We are confronted with the fierce urgency of now…This may well be mankind’s last 
chance to choose between chaos and community.”  

 
    --Anne Tuohy 

 



Third Meditation  
(before the reading of Luke’s Passion) 

 
I didn’t know much before last summer about the history of whites lynching blacks in America.  I 
didn’t know much about the scope or scale of the lynching of African Americans before we started 
this work to prepare for the St. Elisabeth’s Lenten pilgrimage to Montgomery, Alabama.  I knew a 
little bit only because as a child I read the excellent children’s novels Sounder and Roll of Thunder, Hear 
my Cry.  But I’d had one huge misconception. 
 
I always thought a lynching was done in the dark of night by hooded, secretive, especially villainous 
Ku Klux Klan members.  
  
But now I have learned the truth.  While some lynchings were carried out as I had thought, there 
were many, many more of them that were publicly done in the daytime.  They drew huge crowds, 
sometimes 15,000 spectators, including children dressed up in their Sunday best.  White people sent 
picture post cards of lynchings to their out-of-town relatives.  Long, slow torture was featured.  
Newspapers ran advance announcements.  Looking back to those days, lynchings have been 
described as ritual celebrations of white domination. 
 
As a further part of my Lent discipline this year I read a book by the prominent theologian James 
Cone called The Cross and the Lynching Tree.  In this book published in 2010, Cone connects the dots 
between what happened to blacks between the end of the Civil War and the 1950’s and what 
happened to Jesus. 
 
The last part of Palm Sunday each year in church is to read one of the accounts of Jesus’s death; this 
year we’ll be reading from the gospel of Luke.  I offer you what I learned this year, what I learned by 
visiting in person Montgomery, Alabama’s Legacy Museum and its brand new National Memorial, 
built to remember over 4,400 women, men, and children. I offer you what I’ve learned about how 
those deaths relate to Christ’s Passion. 
 
I read now from Cone’s book (pages 158-161): 
 
The lynching tree is the cross in America.  When American Christians realize that they can 
meet Jesus only in the crucified bodies in our midst, they will encounter the real scandal of 
the cross.  God must know in a special way what blacks suffered in America because God’s 
son was lynched in Jerusalem.  What are we to make of the striking similarities between the 
brutality in Rome [in 30 AD] and the cruelty in America? What is most ironic is that the 
white lynchers of blacks were not regarded as criminals; like Jesus, blacks were considered 
the criminals. 
 
“The real scandal of the gospel is this: humanity’s salvation is revealed in the cross of the 
condemned criminal Jesus, and humanity’s salvation is available only through our solidarity 
with the crucified people in our midst.  Can the cross redeem the lynching tree?  Can the 
lynching tree liberate the cross and make it real in American history?  Those are the 
questions I have tried to answer. 
 

--Daphne Cody 
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