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ABSTRACT 

Liberation in White and Black: 

The American Visual Culture of Two Philadelphia-area Episcopal Churches 

 

Matthew W. Hunter 

 

Doctor of Philosophy 

Temple University, 2011 

 

Doctoral Advisory Committee Chair: Rebecca T. Alpert 

 

Liberation in White and Black studies, respectively, Washington Memorial 

Chapel (WMC) and The Church of the Advocate (COA), which are two Episcopal 

parishes in the Diocese of Pennsylvania.  This dissertation investigates the ways that the 

visual culture of these spaces represents and affects the religious, racial and national self-

understanding of these churches and their ongoing operations by offering particular and 

opposing narrative interpretations of American history.  These "sacred spaces" visually 

describe the United States (implicitly and explicitly) in terms of race and violence in 

narratives that set them in fundamental opposition to each other, and set a trajectory for 

each parishes’ life that has determined a great deal of its activities over time.  I develop 

this thesis by situating each congregation and its development in the context of the entire 

history of both the Episcopal Church and Philadelphia as related to race, violence and 

patriotism.   

WMC is what historian of religions scholar Jonathan Z. Smith calls a “locative” 

space and tries to persuade all Americans to patriotically covenant with images of heroic 

"White" freedom struggle.  COA is what Smith calls a “utopian” space and tries to 

compel its visitors to covenant with a subversive critique of the United States in terms of 

the parallels between biblical Israel and the African American freedom struggle.  My 
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analysis draws especially on the theoretical work of Pierre Bourdieu and David Morgan. 

A major focus of Pierre Bourdieu’s work in both Language and Symbolic Power, and The 

Logic of Practice is the power of group-making.  Group-creating power is often exercised 

through representations that create a seemingly objective sense of group identity and a 

social world that is perceived as “natural.”  David Morgan writes that religious visual 

culture functions as this sort of political practice through the organization of memory 

among those who are drawn to “covenant” with images.   

The Introduction of my dissertation lays out the theoretical approaches informing 

the visual culture analysis of these Episcopal Churches and raises the significant 

questions.  Three main chapters provide: 1) an historical background of patriotism, race 

and violence in the Episcopal Church and in Philadelphia in particular, and 2-3) a 

thorough analysis of the history and visual culture of each space in context.  A great deal 

of my analysis consists of interpretive “readings” of the visual culture of the 

aforementioned churches in their larger contexts to explain how the visual culture 

represents social classifications to affect the constituents religious, racial and national 

self-understanding, and their ongoing operations by offering particular and opposing 

narrative interpretations of American history.  The project concludes by summarizing the 

ways that the analysis of these spaces explicates the thesis with thoughts about the 

implications for the disciplines involved and further research. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 In 1998, I first walked through the doors of The Church of the Advocate 

(Episcopal), in North Philadelphia and found myself facing a mural that illustrates 

Exodus 12:29, ―The Lord smote the first born of Egypt…(KJV).‖
 1

  At the time, I was 

living and working in contexts where I was frequently the only White person present and 

I considered myself quite comfortable.  When I saw the painting of a fierce Black man in 

broken shackles driving a dagger towards the throat of a ghastly White face, I felt unsafe.  

However, I and the friend who had brought me to COA were entirely alone in the vast 

space and I was both too enthralled and too proud to jump back in the car and leave.  As I 

learned more about the way that the other thirteen murals connected biblical narrative 

with the story of African American history (trans-Atlantic slave trade, the suffering of 

plantation slavery, the abolition movement, segregation, civil rights, Black Nationalism, 

urban riots) I became more fascinated, but it was years before I returned and began to 

understand the historical and political context of the Episcopal Church or Philadelphia 

with regard to race and art. 

 In the meantime, while taking a walk in Valley Forge Park in the Philadelphia 

suburbs, I happened upon Washington Memorial Chapel (also Episcopal) and entered.  It 

was initially as disturbing for me as COA had been, but in a different way.   The stained 

glass and carvings of the church told stories populated with far more uniformed White 

men with muskets and bayonets than biblical figures in robes.  The stories of English 

Protestantism, colonial North America and the Revolutionary founding of the United 

States (by George Washington in particular) superseded the stories I expected to find 
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visualized in Christian churches.  This time my trans-national Christian multiculturalism 

and pacifism were offended by what appeared to me to be militaristic White nationalism 

in the place of worship.   

Shortly thereafter, the Church of the Advocate (COA hereafter) came back to 

mind and I realized that these places were in a sense having a sort of visual conversation, 

or perhaps an iconomachy (image war) where a violent conflict of religious images, or on 

the other hand, a religious conflict of violent images offers a vicarious substitute for 

actual violence.  The art program created at each church offered a racialized visual 

representation of legitimized violence and American identity that was part of and 

responded to oppositional White and Black discourses on legitimate violence and 

American identity in eras (1899-1920 and 1955-1970) of increased domestic political 

violence when national identity was being contested.
2
  Thus we observe a war-like visual 

politics about the meaning of the Christian faith, the Bible, America and liberation.  This 

dissertation investigates the ways that the visual culture of these spaces represents and 

affects the religious, racial and national self-understanding of these churches and their 

ongoing operations by offering particular and opposing narrative interpretations of 

American history.   

The two visual culture narratives of America are historically overlapping.  Both 

describe North American events of roughly 1600-1930, but share almost none of the 

same events and assign very different roles to the groups that are valorized by the other 

narrative.  In the stained glass and other art of Washington Memorial Chapel (WMC or 

the Chapel hereafter) a long historical chain of pious and civilized White men, starting 

with Jesus, all worked under God‘s inspiration to create a situation where one of their 
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own, George Washington (along with his compatriots), could militarily liberate the 

American colonies from England and establish the United States of America as a new 

social order of expanding beneficence to grateful others.  In the art of COA, Africans are 

transported from the biblical Eden into a land that is brutally and systematically 

oppressive.  Geographically, the new land is the same land described at WMC.  However, 

at COA, the descendents of these new American Africans are inspired by God to 

denounce the American social order and fight White men for the freedom that they refuse 

to extend to Black people.  People who come to WMC are encouraged to identify with 

the WMC narrative as ―patriots‖ and are admonished to perpetuate that legacy.
3
  People 

who come to COA are encouraged to identify with the COA narrative as seekers of 

―truth, justice, equality of opportunity, redemption‖ and are admonished to perpetuate 

that legacy.
4
 

 Visual displays speak for and to the people who identify with them.  In speaking 

for a group, they argue against the visual assertions of other groups.   In speaking to their 

constituents, they contribute to the reaffirmation of social norms, political and theological 

loyalties, collective memories and ethical ideals.  Images also re-present particular ideas 

about various classifications, including but not limited to race, ethnicity, gender and the 

groups‘ relationship to the nation.  When the groups in question are religious, visual 

images often relate to sources of authority such as scripture, God, or the official 

representatives thereof. 

The fact that the visual narratives I am describing exist inside Christian sacred 

spaces only enhances their dynamism.  The violence and racial particularity of the 

imagery is alienating for those who wish to represent Christianity as peaceful and 
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irrespective of race and nation.  However, the images‘ locations also enhance their power 

and authority for Americans who would be less apt to criticize a religious, or specifically 

Christian, image.  The care with which each church is constructed largely disallows the 

possibility that the intention of sacredness will be missed.  Jonathan Z. Smith elaborates 

on the power of sacred places to lend significance to whatever is there.  Smith writes,  

When one enters a temple, one enters marked off space… The Temple 

serves as a focusing lens, establishing the possibility of significance by 

directing attention, by requiring the perception of difference.  Within the 

Temple, the ordinary (which to any outside eye or ear remains ordinary) 

becomes significant, becomes ―sacred,‖ simply by being there.
5
  

 

This is perhaps another way of saying that the particular context of an image means 

everything.   

My places of investigation are both Gothic churches of the Protestant Episcopal 

Church in the United States (Episcopal Church, or EC hereafter) and the Diocese of 

Pennsylvania, but one is predominantly White, the other Black. One is suburban, the 

other urban.  A thirty minute drive of perhaps twenty miles separates them, but in so 

many other ways they are light years apart, bound together by denomination and a 

national identity and history that they interpret in incredibly different ways.  Inside each 

church, even when there are no congregants to help a visitor identify demographic 

differences, and no indicators of the external social or geographic location, the visual 

culture of each structure and the conflict between the visual narratives turns them into 

recognizably different kinds of spaces from each other. 

 Architectural critic Peter Rockwell was comparing COA with churches in Rome 

when he wrote that  
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Over their history, these churches accumulated works of art that would 

normally never be found together in one place.  Painting sculpture and 

architecture that ought to compete and disagree somehow harmonize into 

something larger… The contradictions between the two make a more 

important statement than either could make alone.
6
 

 

Rockwell‘s statement could also be applied to the positioning of these churches within 

the Diocese of Pennsylvania.  They do not ―harmonize,‖ but together they make a 

statement about the nature of the religious, racial and national identities that constitute the 

member churches of the Diocese.  Complete coherence within and across the 

congregations of any denomination is unlikely, but the degree of identity divergence and 

fundamental narrative contradiction between these churches is unique.  The fact of both 

churches‘ enduring denominational commitment and opposing worldviews makes for 

interesting study because it indicates both the changes that took place in the Diocese and 

the denomination‘s seemingly boundless hospitality for differences in the post-Civil 

Rights era.
7
   

In what follows, I will examine the interaction between visual representations, 

group-making, and the politics of liberation at these two sites:  Washington Memorial 

Chapel (WMC) and Church of the Advocate (COA).  At WMC, we will analyze visual 

representations of martial and patriotic piety and White-male liberation that misrecognize 

history, obscure Revolutionary violence and exclusion and establish civic and national 

priorities that currently run against the discursive grain of the Diocese.  These priorities 

include unequivocal support for the U.S. military and an enduring effort to gain broad 

allegiance from Americans through national memorial practices.  COA began as an 

Anglo-centric Episcopal Church, but beginning in 1962, the church‘s first African 

American rector, Paul M. Washington (1921-2002), began working to identify the church 
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with the Black nationalist liberation movement through visual and discursive 

representations of American history that dignified Black male militancy and through 

community activism, ultimately establishing community service and support for the 

empowerment and equal treatment of all oppressed and marginalized people as the 

church‘s main priorities.  Complementary to WMC, these moves have also challenged the 

church‘s relationship with the Diocese, and even the denomination, though their work is 

currently more consistent with denominational discourses.  In short, the churches 

represent unique and divergent political realities in Philadelphia‘s Episcopal Church:  

liberation in White and Black. 

The Episcopal Church: An Introduction with a Brief History of Episcopal Art 

Episcopal churches in Philadelphia are valuable for my research because of the 

depth of history and the Episcopal Church‘s dynamic (and rather public) struggles with 

issues of nation, race, gender and even buildings and images.  Episcopal churches have a 

history of civil establishment and a reputation for being monuments to ―Anglo-ness‖ that 

bring my interests, race and nation, quickly to the forefront.   

The Episcopal Church, as a member of the worldwide Anglican Communion, is 

today known for being embracing and adaptable.  James E. Griffiss, editor for The New 

Church‘s Teaching Series, attributes this hospitality to Richard Hooker (1554-1600), who 

set the trajectory for the Anglican Communion in his 1594 apologetic for the Church of 

England, Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity.
8
 There, Hooker laid out what became known as 

the via media, or ―middle way‖ between Roman Catholicism and radical (Puritan) 

Protestantism, based in maintaining a balance (the three-legged stool) among tradition, 

scripture and reason, the latter of which moves from conviction about the incarnation of 
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Jesus Christ
 
to the importance of ongoing interpretation and adaptation to human 

culture/s.
9
 It is probably this emphasis, as well as what Episcopalians like Harold Lewis 

call ―catholicity,‖ or commitment to inclusiveness, equality and unity in the church, that 

allows churches like Washington Memorial Chapel and The Church of the Advocate to 

stay in fellowship.
10

 

The EC has also been the most active American Protestant church in religious 

visual display in the twentieth century without desiring or demanding a common 

understanding of the meaning or significance of religious images.  Albert C. Moore, in 

his Iconography of Religions, writes that: 

―We cannot expect to find a ‗Protestant art‘ and distinctive iconography in 

the sense of Catholic or Orthodox sacred art…there was no agreed 

theology of images among the sixteenth-century reformers who were 

primarily concerned not with art but with the restoration of Christian truth 

centered on the Bible and the preaching of the word based on Christ.‖
11

  

 

The Church of England, after four hundred years of rich imagery in English Roman 

Catholic churches like Christ Church Canterbury, was initially influenced by the 

iconoclasm of other Protestants.
12

  As alluded to above, early Anglicans diverged from 

other Protestants mainly on the nature of the church--not doctrine and certainly not the 

arts.
13

  John Dillenberger writes that ―Works of art were removed and walls were 

whitewashed‖ under Henry VIII and Elizabeth.  The Church of England took a very 

cautious approach to the arts in following years and remained largely, though not 

exclusively, a ―linguistic, hearing culture‖ from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century.
14

  

As Marshall Fishwicks writes, ―Word-people simply don‘t know how to handle images 

and icons.‖
15
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When George III (1738-1820) attempted to reestablish the legitimacy of 

decorating churches artistically in 1780, the politics of imagery came immediately to the 

foreground.  He commissioned Pennsylvania-born Benjamin West (1738-1820) to paint 

biblical subjects for Windsor Chapel and West‘s program emphasized God‘s revelation, 

especially in Christ, in support of the orthodox Anglican position vis-à-vis the Deists, 

who were gaining power.
16

  The plans were abandoned when the war with France made 

the apocalyptic themes of many paintings (apocalypticism being politically associated 

with opposition to the war) unpopular.
17

 Thus, the iconoclastic trend in the Church of 

England continued until the early Victorian era (1837-1901), when the Tractarian (or 

―Oxford‖ or ―Anglo-Catholic‖ Movement) developments of the mid-to-late nineteenth 

century brought some quarters of the church closer to Roman Catholicism.   

The Tractarians were so named because of ninety Tracts for the Times, published 

by (mostly Oxford) High Churchmen, from 1833-1841.  They were led by John Henry 

Newman, who eventually converted to Roman Catholicism, and intended to return the 

Anglican Church to its Roman Catholic roots without resubmitting to the Vatican.
18

  

While not an artistic movement in the least, its interest included promoting more 

traditionally Catholic liturgy and reawakened some to the potential value and use of art 

and architecture for Anglican worship.   

American High Church clergy like John Henry Hopkins (1792-1868) engaged 

these developments and expanded their influence in the EC.  Though he remained 

cautiously negative about the use of ―pictures,‖ Hopkins wrote a famous essay praising 

Gothic architecture in 1836.
19

  More ―traditional‖ Protestants disdained Gothic as a relic 

of medieval gloom, but members of the Episcopalian Ecclesiological Society praised it as 
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both distinctly Christian architecture and racial architecture that demonstrated Anglo-

Saxon superiority.
20

  The developing Episcopal affinity for Gothic and stained-glass ran 

counter to the EC‘s previous association with mainstream Protestantism, exemplified 

architecturally in the colonial style and clear-glass windows of Christ Church, 

Philadelphia.  

The Victorian era‘s emphasis on aesthetics affected much of Protestant worship, 

but Episcopalians took this furthest in the direction of Catholicism.
21

 The Anglo-Catholic 

movement, when it came under assault in the EC, defended itself by showing that Roman 

Catholic teachings and liturgical practices were not prohibited by the Anglican (and in 

American, the Episcopalian) Articles of Religion, but also by appealing to the national 

church‘s growing aesthetic taste .   

At the 1874 General Convention, a canon (proposed amendment or addition to 

church law) was submitted to the House of Bishops by ―the iconoclasts‖ and filtered 

through a committee of thirteen, led by Rev. John Fulton (1834-1907).  According to one 

critic, the iconoclasts wanted to ban ―lights, vestments, acolytes, the cross, everything 

that adds to the dignity and beauty of the worship of Almighty God.‖
22

 The committee 

reduced the proposed ban to four items which included the use of incense and the 

crucifix, but even these were stricken from the canon by the House of Bishops, leaving 

only two items dealing with adoration of the elements of communion under the ban.
23

  

 The reasoning given for the reduction in proposals by the committee was their 

awareness  

that there was a growing variety of services throughout the land: that the 

aesthetic faculty had been brought as never before into our worship of 

Almighty God; that the churches of Christ throughout this country had 
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been seeking to allure men to the worship, and to the love of Christ, and… 

it would be a dangerous thing and a wrong thing to break down these 

aesthetic tendencies used for so high, so holy, and so noble a purpose.
24

   

 

This significant moment in what also became known as the ―Catholic Revival‖ opened up 

more possibilities in church practices, but the issue was far from settled.     

In Philadelphia, Bishop William Bacon Stevens (1815-1887) was sternly opposed 

to anything ―Romish‖ in the EC.
25

  St. Clement‘s, (founded in 1866) now known as the 

heart of Anglo-Catholic worship in Philadelphia, had been subject to criticism since the 

election of Rev. Herman Griswold Batterson in 1869.
26

  When the controversy boiled 

over in 1876, the bulk of the scandal had to do with the practices of Confession and the 

style in which the rector Oliver Prescott (d. 1903) administered Communion at St. 

Clement‘s, but the visual and material culture of the church had also offended some 

parties.  The overarching concern was essentially the same in all cases: nothing should be 

done that gave the appearance of replacing Christ with human or material mediators or 

objects of worship.
27

 

A ―Committee of Inquiry‖ had observed, among other things: 

processions of boys and men, in surplices, not merely into the Church, but 

in and through it; processions, headed by a crucifer, or person carrying 

aloft a large cross, and attended by a boy at each side of him carrying 

large-sized decorated candles; and other boys or men in the processions, 

carrying banners, with representations on them of the Virgin and child, of 

the vessels used in the Eucharist, and of the Dove;
28

 

 

Therefore, Bishop Stevens asked Prescott to desist from these practices as well as 

several others, the most prominent being genuflections and elevating the elements 

of communion over his head ―as if they were to be adored.‖
29

 Prescott described 

his use of additional lights and imagery ―for purposes of beauty and decoration, 
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and also to symbolize truths which they are used to symbolize in the Word of 

God.‖
30

 After four years of controversy and an ecclesiastical trial, St. Clement‘s 

eventually complied with most charges until Prescott resigned and his successor 

resumed Prescott‘s previous habits.
31

   

However modest their intent, the movement gradually pervaded the Anglican 

communion and led, at least in part, to the Gothic revival and widespread  appreciation 

for architecture and imagery.
32

  In their churches or privately, Episcopalian clergy 

became prominent art enthusiasts, promoters and collectors and the Episcopal Church 

attracted a number of literary and visual artists, ―[offering] an alternative to the moral 

nonsensuousness of Protestantism generally.‖
33

  By 1908 one Congregationalist minister 

was mourning the loss of young educated people who had turned ―naturally and easily to 

the Episcopal Church to satisfy their aesthetic if not their spiritual desires.‖
34

 

Art and Story 

Down to the present, under the burgeoning visual arts generated in the 20th 

century, Americans have become image-people, and the Dean of Philadelphia‘s 

Episcopal Cathedral, Richard Giles has been at the controversial cutting edge of helping 

the Anglican Communion in the West think about the functional aesthetics of its 

buildings.  In his major work on the subject, Re-Pitching the Tent, he describes church 

buildings as instruments of Christian story-telling.
35

  Two elements of Giles‘ explanation 

stand out as particularly appropriate to Washington Memorial Chapel and Church of the 

Advocate.  First, Giles writes that,  

The story which the Christian community has to tell does not concern past 

glories of a bygone age and of doubtful historicity- this is no legend of the 
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Knights of King Arthur‘s court – but is a tale in which sacred events of the 

past spill over into the real adventure of the present moment.
36

  

 

 Dean Giles is no biblical literalist when it comes to history.  Historicity is not 

really the point.  Giles is also not extremely prescriptive about the content of the story 

although he describes it as ―evangelism‖ and the story of the congregation‘s response to 

God.
37

  Telling the evangelism story requires enculturating (adapting something to a 

given culture) and contextualizing the Christian message through the latter story, so that 

it becomes ―good news‖ for a given people, place and time.  Giles‘ point is that for 

Christians, the Christian story is intended to spill over into the present in a way that the 

story of King Arthur does not.  Giles writes that ―This is why symbolism should never be 

mass-produced and why we need to incorporate within the interior design of the worship 

space clear references to local characters and events.‖
38

 WMC and COA both 

demonstrate masterful incorporation of the local to tell what their congregants regard as 

their Christian story; the Anglo and African American Christian stories respectively.  In 

this work of proclamation, the story is intended to provoke a particular response.  Giles 

writes that ―the presentation of our story must be so animated, so alive, that our hearers 

respond by making our story their own, and in due course contribute themselves the next 

few pages of the never-ending story of God-with-us.‖
39

  

 Space, Representation and Politics 

The kind of incorporation that Giles describes is of primary importance in 

analyzing the role and function of the visual culture of these places and congregations but 

three prominent scholars, Pierre Bourdieu, Jonathan Z. Smith and David Morgan 

elucidate this dynamic.
40

  Bourdieu is best known for his use of the concept habitus.  In 
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his essay on ―Social Space and Symbolic Power‖ he describes habitus as ―a system of 

schemes of perception and appreciation of practices, cognitive and evaluative structures 

which are acquired through the lasting experience of a social position.‖
41

 Thus, if we can 

identify a group that occupies a particular social position for some duration, we may 

speak of that group as possessing a habitus (eg. an Episcopalian habitus, an African 

American habitus), which tends to perpetuate both itself and the social position that its 

possessors occupy.  Habitus runs deeper than the sense of group identity that scholars 

have described as a ―we-feeling,‖ but it has many resonances.  In his 1936 Alien 

Americans, Bertram Schreike describes this ―we-feeling‖ and asserts that  

most important in this connexion is the function of the churches, which by 

selection of their membership from distinct social classes and by their 

social and recreational activities serve to form groups and to develop 

group life.42 

 

In Their Power and Their Glory, Kit and Frederica Konolige assert the 

historically disproportionate national influence and affluence of what they call 

―Episcocrats.‖ The book is a critical description of what Bourdieu would call the 

Episcopal habitus.  Episcopalians‘ enduring social position has been perpetuated in a 

habitus of entitlement, paternalism and vigorous nepotism through elite prep schools 

(especially Groton and St. James), elite clubs (eg. Skull and Bones, The Philadelphia 

Club) and easy access to positions of national power in influential organizations and 

government offices (e.g., The Council on Foreign Relations, Secretary of the Navy, the 

Presidency), all disproportionately filled with Episcopalians.
43

 

 Bourdieu writes that habitus (also understood as ―disposition‖ or ―taste‖) 

―implies ‗a sense of one‘s place‘ but also ‗a sense of the place of others.‘‖
44

  This habitus 
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would naturally affect the art and imagery that a group would produce, but also that 

group‘s evaluation or appreciation of the art of others.  We see this dynamic in the 

villainization of Whites in the art of COA and the condescension with which non-Whites 

are treated in the art of WMC.  Bourdieu writes that ―nothing classifies somebody more 

than the way he or she classifies.‖
45

 In Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of 

Taste, Bourdieu discusses the socio-economic dynamics of art appreciation most 

thoroughly.
46

  But more interestingly, even when Bourdieu is not discussing art and 

images, he uses the language of visuality, implicitly recognizing that artistic 

representations can be powerful elements of political action.
47

   

Bourdieu‘s work in the area of politics is can be brought into conversation with 

the work of David Morgan on religious visual culture to elucidate the role, function and 

effects of these churches‘ visual culture.  In fact, Morgan acknowledges Bourdieu‘s 

influence in his introductory chapter to his first major work, Visual Piety.
48

  Morgan‘s 

interest in and use of Bourdieu‘s thought is similar to my own in that Morgan is 

interested in how the ―truth‖ of images becomes taken for granted, or in Bourdieuian 

terms, ―misrecognized‖ as ―natural‖ when it is in fact constructed or arbitrary.
49

  Since 

Bourdieu has had such a strong interest in the concept of practice and the way that the 

habitus of a people is formed in their bodies in relation to their physical and cultural 

environment, he has had a great influence on scholars of visual and material culture and 

historians of everyday life.  

Applying Bourdieuian thought alongside that of scholars of sacred space and 

visual culture casts new light on the important political function of the images in the life 

of each space‘s constituents.  The intersection clarifies how the appropriation of 
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individual and group loyalties happens and the divergent ways that religious spaces help 

define the social world when constructed and occupied by dominant and dominated 

people.  A great deal of the analysis that follows will be interpretive ―readings‖ of the 

visual culture of the aforementioned churches in their larger contexts to explain how the 

visual culture represents social classifications to affect the constituents religious, racial 

and national self-understanding, and their ongoing operations by offering particular and 

opposing narrative interpretations of American history.   

Churches, ecclesia, or gatherings, are political entities which often enduringly 

occupy social positions and take political actions; a fact sociologists and politicians have 

long known, but which contemporary American Christians have at times been loathe to 

admit.  Christian churches have also been among of the primary patrons, producers (and 

destroyers), and ―consumers‖ of art in western society and we have already seen one 

example of the way art-production has created political controversy in the Anglican 

Communion with Benjamin West‘s apocalyptic paintings for George II‘s Windsor 

Chapel.  When Bourdieu writes about political action, he states that 

 [Political] action aims to produce and impose representations (mental, 

verbal, visual or theatrical) of the social world which may be capable of 

acting on this world by acting on agents‘ representations of it…it aims to 

make or unmake groups…by producing, reproducing or destroying the 

representations that make groups visible for themselves and for others.
50

  

 

The power to make and mobilize groups is political power.  Most Americans are 

aware that groups are powerful as voting blocs, and have asserted power through lobbies 

and boycotts.  What Americans are less aware of is that group-creating power is to a large 

degree exercised through representations, and classifications that create a seemingly 

objective sense of group identity and the social world that is perceived as ―natural.‖
51

 A 
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major focus of Pierre Bourdieu‘s work in both Language and Symbolic Power, and The 

Logic of Practice is the power of group-making as operative in representative practices 

connected with places.
52

   

Two important aspects of Bourdieu‘s thought here, laid out in the essay 

―Description and Prescription‖ are the ability of evaluation or description to shape reality 

and the relational nature of political discourses.
53

  The ability of discourse to shape reality 

is what Bourdieu describes as ―symbolic power.‖  It is the ―almost magical power‖ to 

obtain one‘s ends by offering representations of the world that enlist people to agree and 

take action, making the world the way one has represented it, which is not vastly different 

from Giles‘ admonition about the assimilation power of Christian storytelling.
54

  This 

power may be manifested in one of two opposing relations to the status quo.  It may be a 

―self-fulfilling prophecy‖ that consecrates the ―established order‖ or an ―exorcism, 

capable of eliciting the actions likely to refute it.‖
55

  Corresponding to Peter Rockwell‘s 

appreciation of diverse and seemingly oppositional artistry at COA, Bourdieu writes that 

these discourses ―have only a relational existence‖ in that they are defined by opposing 

discourses in the same field.
56

  In the religious field and the sub-set Episcopalian, I have 

found that the enduring representational discourses of WMC and COA, being in large 

measure racial and national discourses, in some sense owe their ongoing existence to 

each other in the same way that Black and White in America can only coexist.
57

  

J.Z. Smith has developed a schema about the politics of space that is a direct 

correlate to Bourdieu‘s descriptions of the political practices of the dominant and 

dominated.  Smith delineates the sacred spaces of two opposing worldviews (utopian and 
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locative) and describes them in political terms.
58

 Smith describes the locative worldview 

as, 

concerned primarily with the cosmic and social issues of keeping one‘s 

place and reinforcing boundaries.  The vision is one of stability and 

confidence with respect to an essentially fragile cosmos, one that has been 

reorganized, with effort, out of previous modes of order and one whose 

‗appropriate order‘ must be maintained through acts of conscious labor.
59

  

 

Bourdieu similarly writes,  

We know that the social order owes some measure of its permanence to 

the fact that it imposes schemes of classification which, being adjusted to 

objective classifications, produces a form of recognition of this order, the 

kind implied by the misrecognition of the arbitrariness of its foundations.
60

  

 

Since the representations of American history at WMC generally laud the 

historical predominance of White males, I will consider whether the images there have 

the power of self-fulfilling prophecy.  Here, in Smith‘s terms, ―the sacred cause of 

liberty‖ is locative.
61

 The group being ―made,‖ as Bourdieu would put it, gradually 

expands through a reformist politics of inclusion that co-opts ―others‖ left out of the 

freedom achieved by the Revolution by offering them some kind of representation in the 

space, thus obscuring their previous exclusion and repression by the original heroes of the 

relatively exclusive imagery.
62

   

Smith‘s utopian space operates in direct opposition to the locative.  Utopian space 

presents a vision of ―breaking out or breaking free of all walls… salvation achieved 

through acts of rebellion and transcendence.‖
63

  He also describes it in literal terms that 

indicate his sense of utopian space as un-locatable or, ―nowhere.‖
64

 Bourdieu‘s own 

description of politics reflects similar opposition to the status quo: 

Politics begins, strictly speaking, with the denunciation of this tacit 

contract of adherence to the established order which defines the original 
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doxa;… Heretical subversion exploits the possibility of changing the 

social world by changing the representation of this world which 

contributes to its reality… by counterposing a paradoxical pre-vision, a 

utopia… to the original vision which apprehends the social world as a 

natural world… in itself a pre-diction which aims to bring about what it 

utters… making it conceivable and above all credible and thus creating the 

collective representations and will which contribute to its program.
65

 

 

Since the images at COA both perform and represent African American ―acts of 

rebellion and transcendence‖ and generally deplore the same established order that WMC 

lauds, I will consider whether the COA images have the power of exorcism. There, 

liberation is represented as a more immediate, even an apocalyptic and violent attempt to 

redeem a utopic state from the first violence of racial repression.  Stability is not part of 

the vision.  The group being ―made‖ through these representations is constituted by those 

marginalized by the status quo and committed to disrupting it.     

Visual Culture 

The visual arts are often perceived as forms of individual self-expression or on the 

other hand, ―art for art‘s sake.‖
66

  When asked to ―explain‖ their art with a question like 

―what does it mean?‖ some artists suggest that if verbal communication would suffice, 

their art would be redundant, while others insist that the viewer alone must interpret the 

image.  Visual culture, as both subject matter and field of study recognizes that art 

emerges from and also shapes specific communities and disregards the false singularity 

of both self-expression and viewer-interpretation.  In Visual Piety, The Visual Culture of 

American Religions (edited with Sally Promey with whom Morgan also co-authors an 

excellent introductory chapter) and most comprehensively in The Sacred Gaze, Morgan 

describes the ways humans and images relate to each other and construct and reconstruct 

their worlds through such relating.
67
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Morgan writes, ―as subject matter, visual culture refers to the images and objects 

that deploy particular ways of seeing and therefore contribute to the … construction of 

reality‖
68

  As a field of study, it is ―that form of inquiry… whose object is the conceptual 

frameworks, social practices and artifacts of seeing.‖
69

 The object to which Morgan is 

referring could also be described as the operation of habitus in relation to images.  

Therefore, I will not analyze the images at COA and WMC in the relative abstraction of a 

viewer and their relationship to an image (like a patron in a gallery), but in the particular 

social and cultural matrix in which the images and their audiences are both embedded.  

Visual culture is more than the set of images shared by a group of people, a place, or the 

people of a place.  It includes the historical context, social particularities, affiliations, 

religious beliefs and practices, doctrine and liturgy that in a sense ―animate‖ the 

relationship between people at these churches and the images.
70

  

Scholars of religious visual and material culture also attend to verbal discourses 

such as captions, commentaries and other interpretive tools and verbal expressions of 

human response to images that exist in interdependence with them.
71

  At COA and 

WMC, visual and verbal discourse production went together.  Beyond the meaning of 

images and all of the verbal discourses at COA and WMC, one of my main interests is 

the intended relationship between the verbal and visual discourses.  What is being said by 

generating verbal discourse to accompany the powerful images in each space?  Part of the 

initial provocation to consider the links between image and verbal discourse was Robert 

Orsi‘s discussion of Catholic devotional practices (most of which related to images on 

some level) in Between Heaven and Earth.  He states that after the Vatican II reform of 

these practices, words began to exercise a kind of locative function and,  
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Devotions were necessarily now to be accompanied by some sort of 

discursive practice... as if by hedging these practices about with the 

written and the spoken word, their improvisatory and disruptive potential 

could be controlled or at least diminished.
72

   

 

Because of the utopian nature of the visual culture at COA, and of the Revolution being 

depicted at WMC, discursive ―hedging‖ to control or diminish response to the art seemed 

a likely explanation for the verbal/visual relationship there as well.  However, at COA 

and WMC the clerics and artists that influenced the creation of images at each place also, 

and simultaneously, influenced the production of the verbal discourses (they produced 

both texts for the arts to illustrate and commentaries to interpret the illustrations).  So, 

rather than being part of a later effort to repress or manage the practices of lay-people, 

one would expect some synchronicity. The most obvious assertion being made by the 

generation of verbal discourse is that the images themselves are insufficient or perhaps 

even detrimental to certain goals and intentions of the producers.  The verbal discourse 

and images were produced together to accomplish certain functions that they could not 

accomplish alone and they offer unique case studies for the relationship in question.   

Bourdieu actually grants very little power to discursive products themselves, 

emphasizing instead the power invested in and exploited by discourse producers in 

relation to some constituency.
73

 Morgan, drawing on the work of Berger and Luckmann, 

is more willing to recognize that some products (images here) can be invested with a 

relatively empowered reality of their own.
74

 Thus, Morgan is also more interested in the 

function of visual culture in terms of what it does, or how it performs upon a culturally 

complicit viewer.  
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Episcopalian artist and scholar Catherine Kapikian asserts that ―the intent of a 

work of art in a liturgical space is to focus attention on the action of the worshipping 

community, rather than to become the object of attention.‖
 75

 Such a claim must be 

balanced by the claims of other scholars who recognize other work that art has been 

expected to perform by, within, and upon congregations.  For my purposes, the two most 

important functions of religious images described by Morgan are ―[ordering] space and 

time‖ and [imagining] community.‖
76

 It is important to acknowledge the reciprocal 

relationship between images and the spaces where they are placed.  What was possible 

for the artists at WMC and COA, and what is possible for the images and their viewers 

was determined by the space itself, no matter how much latitude the space affords.
77

  

Likewise, the desire to integrate the story of a particular community with an Episcopal 

church has shaped the placement and the medium of the images at COA and WMC.  In 

turn, the images order the perception, meaning and imagined functionality and 

participatory possibilities of the churches for those who enter them, as will be shown.
78

   

In his discussion of ordering time Morgan states that ―Perhaps the most common 

shaping of time in religious life occurs in the creation and maintenance of memories as 

powerful indicators of identity.‖
79

 This creation of memory and thus identity is also 

closely tied to the creation of groups as described in the other function cited above; 

imagining community.  In his previous collaboration with Sally Promey, Morgan 

described this function in terms of images‘ ability to form communions and ―consolidate 

allegiances.‖
80

 Consolidating allegiances is the process of group-making, which is to say, 

politics.   
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  It is odious to many people that their group-identity has been created through 

―buying in‖ to a potentially arbitrary vision of group-ness that is presented by someone or 

something to whom or to which they have passively or actively granted authority. 

Consequently, according to Morgan and Promey, and Bourdieu, they prefer to believe 

that their groups are formed by ―natural‖ affinities of spontaneously originating 

commonality, or by perpetual linkages of common interest, language or society, passed 

down from time immemorial that cannot be questioned without serious risk (―tradition‖). 

This is part of what Bourdieu calls ―misrecognition.‖
81

 Morgan and Promey identify the 

function of religious images ―to generate meaning, to stimulate associations or suggest 

interpretive strategies for making sense of one‘s individual existence or communal life.‖
82

 

In other words, ―Community must be envisioned…in order for [believers] to realize in a 

concrete, corporeal way that they belong...‖
83

  

The images at WMC and COA, are consciously intended to ―generate meaning, to 

stimulate associations [and] suggest interpretive strategies‖ that present a compelling 

vision of belonging so viewers will in turn empower the images with their adherence and 

identify with the community.   Morgan refers to this as the ―covenant with images‖ that 

believers make.  In such a covenant, people agree together about the meaning/s of what 

they are seeing and acknowledge that an image is ―true‖ in one or more of several senses.  

These include: bearing or conforming to the will of one‘s community; being affirmed as 

an accurate representation of reality by an authority; meeting certain criteria of 

truthfulness; or ―[representing] an ideal or desirable state of affairs.‖
84

 By creating, 

preserving and caring for their images, the communities at WMC and COA have 

perpetuated those images authority to act on them and agreed that the visual narratives 
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enshrined in their sanctuaries are ―true‖ representations of American history, and God‘s 

will for America, whose priorities must be preserved through action.  

 Identifying with the visual narrative at WMC establishes allegiance to some 

groups (civic and patriotic organizations, the U.S. military, the national government) and 

not others.  Identifying with the visual narrative at COA also establishes allegiance to 

some groups (marginalized and oppressed racial/ethnic minorities and immigrants, 

women, LGBTQ people, Palestinians and Iraqis) and not others.  However, it was the 

original vision of the church leaders who initiated their creation that the images would 

not only be empowered by the faith of their particular faith communities.  They were 

intended to empower and be empowered through a politics of inclusion by forging 

allegiances from a broader communion of some ―public.‖  Leadership at COA and WMC 

has implied that all Americans are responsible to covenant with the images, to affirm the 

story of liberation and salvation that their images tell. 

In order for each church to exercise this kind of authoritative influence over the 

intended audience, the kind of enculturation described by Giles was needed.  In The 

Logic of Practice, Bourdieu explains one method of adapting a message to a culturally 

particular audience as ―[appropriating] the ‗sayings of the tribe,‘‖ in order to ―appropriate 

the power to act on the group by appropriating the power the group exercises over itself 

through its official language.‖
85

 For groups of American church-goers ‗the sayings of the 

tribe‘ have often included particular authoritative narratives of Christianity.
86

 For all 

groups of Americans, the ‗sayings of the tribe‘ have included particular authoritative 

narratives of America that have been used to incorporate potential allies by 

―[manipulating] the collective definition of the situation so as to bring it closer to the 
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official definition and [mobilizing] the largest possible group by solemnizing and 

universalizing a private incident.‖
87

  

Catherine Albanese, in her book The Sons of the Fathers: The Civil Religion of 

the American Revolution, writes that ―The Loyalists failed…because they had no story to 

match in cogency and inner truth the sacred story which the patriot leaders were noising 

abroad among the masses.‖
88

 The patriot story manipulated the collective definition of 

the situation to link the private story of the Revolutionary colonists to the already 

authoritative biblical story of God-on-the-side of the oppressed in the Exodus, allowing 

more colonists to imagine George Washington as Moses and themselves as ―God‘s New 

Israel,‖ with ―certain inalienable rights.‖
89

   

The discourse producers at COA and WMC appropriated authoritative ‗sayings of 

the tribe‘ for different groups of Americans and also manipulated the collective definition 

when they solemnized and universalized their own ―private incidents‖ by creating verbal 

and symbolic links between their narratives and the narratives with which the public 

already identified.   

 At WMC, a visual narrative representing the ―private incident‖ of a struggle for 

White geo-political and religious liberation (and even dominance) is universalized and 

linked through allusions, biblical references, sermons and other verbal discourse to the 

biblical narrative of the Exodus, the spread of the kingdom of God through the ministry 

of Jesus and the freedoms and pleasures enjoyed by ―all Americans‖ today.  The original 

intended audience was actually ―all Americans,‖ but the imagery makes clear appeal to 

patriotic White American males, who would have identified easily with the imagery 

because they shared racial-ethnic and gender identity with the heroes, and because they 
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are clear beneficiaries of those heroes‘ endeavors.  Young people, women and 

immigrants were part of the broader scope of the public that WMC leaders hoped to 

assimilate through other recruiting strategies and allusions in the later imagery, but they 

play supporting roles.  Using stained glass as the primary medium was also a decision to 

employ ―official language‖ for White Americans in the early 20
th

 Century.   

At COA, a visual narrative of the ―private‖ (to use Bourdieu‘s term) African 

American struggle for liberation is linked through similar allusions and verbal discourse 

both to the biblical story of the Exodus, the story of the White Revolutionaries of 1776, 

and the equality sought by all who ―seek truth, justice, equality of opportunity, 

redemption.‖
90

  At COA, there is clear appeal to diverse African American males through 

the representations of religiously and politically diverse African American male heroes 

and martyrs, but COA extends its appeal to other disenfranchised groups, and even 

dominant culture Americans by creating links to the narratives of those groups and 

verbally allegorizing their own visual narrative to make it more generally applicable.  

Here, the decision to use large-scale mural painting was also a decision to use an ―official 

language‖ for Black Power activists of the 1960s and 1970s. 

 Have the images in question successfully exercised or perpetuated this recruiting 

power; and how?  The images have come to function with the authority or power of the 

―sayings of the tribe‖ for different Americans, but especially to the degree that they have 

established the practices and priorities of these church communities over time.   The 

visual culture at COA and WMC is more permanent and consistent than any of leaders 

who otherwise could set different priorities in the churches.  The visual culture has 

therefore maintained power in the churches by sustaining the vision of earlier leaders, but 
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they have also lost power in the extent to which residential populations and public 

discourse have changed and diversified.   

 While there is a great deal of public traffic at these churches, the weekly worship 

attendance (at present) rarely exceeds fifty people.  WMC is generally open seven days a 

week.  Its location in Valley Forge and what it offers results in significant tourist and 

recreational traffic, but also a degree of isolation during the off-season.  COA has a soup 

kitchen and numerous community programs and civic events that bring community 

members to the church complex, but its location in an economically neglected part of 

North Philly has reduced traffic from outsiders (though current expansions by Temple 

University are changing that).  The reality that these places are still Episcopal churches is 

also one potential problem for the broad recruitment needed to thrive, but the violence, 

militarism, and racial nationalism of the visual culture has presented significant problems 

as well, and these problems are also indications of power. 

 First, the imagery determines that these churches cannot become less politically 

(understood broadly) particular parishes.  Short of radically remaking the spaces, the 

prominence of the visual culture of each church would make it extremely difficult to 

remain in the congregation without becoming part of the group that ―covenants‖ with the 

imagery.  Relatedly, the covenant with the images requires perpetuating their utopic or 

locative vision through activities that emphasize solidarity with certain groups outside the 

EC.  Third, and more extensively, the constituents know that the racial, national and 

gendered particularity and the representations of violence in the churches have the 

potential to offend those who have not ―covenanted.‖ The predominance of White-male 

martial and patriotic imagery at WMC transgresses many contemporary American 
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sensibilities about the separation of church and state, the questionable nature of warfare, 

and the importance of attending equally to women and persons of color in our retelling of 

history.  The Black nationalist imagery at COA, with intense paintings of suffering and 

violence, transgresses many American sensibilities about national innocence and 

patriotism, the legitimacy of violent revolt in a post-Revolution United States, religious 

pluralism, and evaluations about what kinds of images are appropriate in Christian 

churches.   

 All of this in turn compels the constituents to establish forms of mediation 

between the imagery and those who (like me) enter from a different social location, 

culturally, racially, economically or temporally.  Such mediations serve many functions, 

including to "convert" and to perpetuate a "community."  In the context of these 

congregations, a "convert" is one who has learned to understand the symbols of a 

particular community, and a "community" is a group of people who can agree about  

some meanings of (or at least be willing to live with and worship among) their symbols.  

By surrounding the murals with explanatory discourse, these two churches attempt to 

create converts and build community.  A public (individual or en masse) will become part 

of the community of covenanters if they learn to interpret the imagery in a way that 

allows them to identify with it.  To accommodate and gain the covenant of the changing 

public, church representatives had to become discourse producers who provide 

interpretations of the visual narratives.  The images work with the discourses in attempts 

to connect to the lives of the new audience, compelling them in turn to convert by 

―covenanting‖ with the images.  At both places, tours of the spaces that attend to the 

visual narratives are a major part of this meaning-making mediation activity.   
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 If successful, the story-image can then be used to make sense of or interpret the 

life of the expanded covenanting community, as much as the community makes sense of 

or interprets the image. Researcher Lorett Treese reported that in 1992 the fourth rector 

of WMC, Dr. Richard Stinson, gave his own explanatory framework for the church as 

follows, ―If you‘ve read Ivanhoe,‖ he said, ―if you believe in the ideals of Christian 

knighthood, then the Washington Memorial Chapel makes perfect sense.‖
91

 In 1992, 

those who had read Ivanhoe and believed in the ideals of Christian knighthood would 

likely have been a very small group.  The irony of this explanation is more poignant in 

light of Giles‘ comments above about the story of King Arthur.  Historian Ron Walters, 

offering his commentary on Black community murals, including the murals at COA 

explained that,  

On one level, Black community murals were as American as cherry pie, or 

at least as the American Revolution.  Precisely like the Founding 

Fathers…using visual images in order to gain control over political and 

cultural symbols.  Since the 18
th

 century, virtually every reform and 

radical movement has recognized the special political power of images to 

shape the way people see themselves and others.
92

  

 

Images have fueled and sustained political movements for millennia longer than Walters 

suggests.
93

 The interesting thing here is that both Stinson and Walters appealed to 

symbolic artifacts of dominant culture to explain these places in an age of expanding 

multiculturalism.  However, Stinson appealed to a specific fictional martial hero of 

Anglo-Saxonism and Walters appealed to the American Revolutionaries, recasting them 

as the fore-runners of other radical and reform movements.  The appeal of White martial 

heroism at WMC and radical revolution and reform at COA clearly has some limitations.   
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However, I believe Walters is correct about the function of visual images and 

their value in political movements.  The production of images indicates a prodigious 

ability on the part of discourse producers (I include image-makers) to declare the desired 

social standing of the group they are authorized to represent in an authoritative narrative 

(read ―sayings of the tribe‖) which acts on the social world with the potential to bring 

about what is declared.
94

  Applying elements of Bourdieuian theory to sacred space and 

visual culture leads me to suggest that authoritative narratives embedded in visual 

representations claim the power to define social reality for ever larger groups, organizing 

and reaffirming collective memory through a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy.
95

  This is 

what I refer to as a ―politics of inclusion.‖  Historian David Potter writes that ―...national 

loyalty flourishes not by challenging and overpowering all other loyalties, but by 

subsuming them all and keeping them in a reciprocally supportive relationship to one 

another.‖
96

 Paradoxically, the violence of these images and their racial nationalism are 

elements that also work against their potential power to consolidate a larger following. 

Civil Religion and Violence 

These churches offer different versions of the American civil religion in the ways 

that they visualize and celebrate different national liberation stories and offer them to the 

American public. In his book, Nationalism: A Religion, Carlton Hayes wrote that 

nationalism is patriotism with a consciousness of nationality, which in turn is a cultural 

group possessing common language and historical traditions.
97

  The constituents of WMC 

and COA possess common language but, though their history overlaps, they do not share 

the same history.  Like David Potter, Hayes asserts that nationalism tends to subordinate 

and borrow from older ―world religions‖ while those religions tend to  
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accept and even forward nationalism.  Thus develops a religious 

syncretism… by virtue of which multitudes of people...nominally [adhere 

to] the faith of their ancestors and practice its cult while they adapt it to 

the exigencies of nationalist worship and discipline.
98

   

 

Robert Bellah‘s original definition of civil religion ―at its best‖ included ―a 

genuine apprehension of universal and transcendent religious reality as seen in or, one 

could almost say, revealed through the experience of the American people.‖
99

 However, 

as Bellah described later in his 1975 The Broken Covenant: American Civil Religion in 

Time of Trial, ―the experience[s] of the American people,‖ through which religious 

realities might be apprehended, are widely variegated.
100

  Groups of Americans see 

themselves as belonging to nations of origin, or groups of patriṓtēs (fellow countrymen) 

that are also racially, ethnically, or religiously identified.  In other words, distinct civil 

religions can exist for sub-groups of Americans who see themselves as distinct 

―nations.‖
101

  Though WMC is not theoretically racially exclusive in its outlook today, 

the images at WMC reflect an enduring period in which ―true‖ American identity 

consistently meant ―White,‖ and more specifically ―Anglo-Saxon.‖
102

  Likewise, while 

COA espouses a multi-racial community, the imagery reflects the Black nationalism of 

the late sixties and early seventies.  Thus the plurality of civil religions must be 

understood not simply as varying degrees, styles or ideologies, but in terms of plural 

―nations‖ within the geographic confines of the United States.  In the art and architecture 

of both COA and WMC, the discourse producers declare that God has been revealed 

through their experience and that their American history bears the recapitulation of 

certain themes found in the Christian scriptures.   
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Morgan and Promey define civil religion as ―a particular form of the operation we 

are calling communion… the name given to the ritualized and symbolic performance of 

nationhood that underlies conceptions of American purpose and destiny,‖ the experience 

of which ―is closely related to visual expression.
103

  They use the visualization and virtual 

deification of George Washington as their example.
104

  In The Sacred Gaze, Morgan 

writes:  

It seems clear that the United States has developed a religious practice and 

set of symbols that have shifted from organized, denominational Protestant 

Christianity to a civil religion that varies from an inclusive patriotism to a 

highly exclusive nationalism.
105

  

 

Such diverse interpretations of the civil religion as evident at WMC and COA can 

raise problems for a substantive (or 'essentialized') view of one "exclusive" American 

civil religion, which dates back at least to Robert Bellah‘s seminal description of civil 

religion as something that ―actually exists alongside of and rather clearly differentiated 

from the churches.‖
106

 Contrary to Bellah, Andrew Manis says that civil religion is not 

"clearly differentiated" from more recognizable religions and their institutions but 

"diffused over various institutions'' including churches.
107

  Since my subject is Episcopal 

Churches in the U.S., where national and religious symbols clearly blur, I side with 

Manis:  even when expressions, representations and practices of civil religion at COA 

and WMC lack Christian or Episcopal specificity, the institutional locations from which 

they arise are undifferentiated from the Episcopal Church.   

However, if we were to identify civil religion more functionally, Bellah points out 

that civil religion is religion that serves to ―mobilize support for the attainment of 

national goals.‖
108

 In Bourdieu‘s terms, this might mean ―creating the collective 
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representations and will which contribute to [the nation‘s] program.‖
109

 One test of civil 

religiosity for these spaces might be whether the ―collective representations and will‖ that 

constitute ―mobilized support‖ in ―covenanting‖ about the meaning of the space also 

share in the more particular or sectarian loyalties of the spaces‘ primary constituents.  A 

civil religious orientation is indicated by the fact that those who are encouraged to share 

allegiance with the civil or national meaning of the visual culture at these churches are 

not as strongly encouraged to share allegiance with the Episcopal Church.  

In addition, civil religions (symbols, images, practices) of varying groups of 

Americans whose experiences include conflict with each other will also present 

theological conflicts.  I often describe civil religion as the liberation theology of the 

liberated.  Having achieved its goals of liberation (in small or large degree), American 

Revolutionaries and those who have identified with them turned to civil religion to 

memorialize their previous theology of liberation and sustain themselves through 

identity-affirming theological referent.  In short, it is a group‘s ritual and discursive way 

of asserting, ―God was with us and for us, God is with us and for us, God will be with us 

and for us (if we remain faithful).‖ I will attend to versions of this expression at both 

COA and WMC which lift up the contest between them. 

Last, the tendency of nationalist groups to appropriate the power to legitimize 

violence connects the analysis of American civil religion and the representations of 

American violence at these churches.  In Carolyn Marvin‘s Blood Sacrifice and the 

Nation, she notes that legitimate killing is reserved for the behest of the deity in most 

religious systems.
110

  Perhaps stating the obvious, she also observes that ―Americans have 
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rarely bled, sacrificed or died for Christianity or any other sectarian faith.  Americans 

have often bled, sacrificed and died for their country.‖
111

  

COA and WMC memorialize the bleeding, sacrificing and dying of Americans for 

their respective nations in their artistic displays, but also their own lethal action (however 

obscured at WMC) on behalf of the nation.  At most Christian churches, the appropriate 

display of bleeding, sacrificing and dying is generally limited to Christ and perhaps 

certain saints.  Many American churches now have memorial plaques to U.S. veterans, 

but the discourse of ―sacrifice‖ overwhelms any notion that those memorialized were sent 

to kill, rather than to die.  Since WMC and COA appear to support violent actions of the 

past or present on behalf of the nation, crafting an authoritative American theological 

narrative to maintain national innocence, or at minimum to justify those actions, is crucial 

to the affirmation of group identity.   

 In the United States, the violence of the Revolution, led by a disproportionate 

number of members of the Church of England (transitioning to the EC), and justified 

theologically by the victorious outcome (God‘s Providence), has become the reference 

point with to justify other violence, domestic and foreign.  Scholar of American violence, 

Robert Maxwell Brown, writes that  

One significant feature of the Revolution is that the example of violent 

resistance to the mother country, and all the acts of violence associated 

with that great event, served as a grand model for later violent actions by 

Americans in behalf of any cause – law and order, for example – deemed 

good and proper.
112

 

  

This statement cast some light on both the visual culture of the churches, and their verbal 

interpretations.  Even Ron Walter‘s explanation for the images at COA falls under this 
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framework as he links the protest art of Black community murals to the protest art of the 

Revolution. 

Since the period surrounding the founding of WMC (1899-1908) and the period 

leading up to the addition of new imagery at COA (1955-1970) were both times of 

increased domestic political violence, the delineation of ―good and proper‖ violence 

became a major concern for the discourse producers at each church, as well as others.
113

 

At WMC, obscuring actual violence in the visual narrative seems to be the primary 

interpretive strategy, followed by encouraging support for the past and present U.S. 

military efforts in verbal interpretations for the general ―public.‖  At COA, the artistic 

interpretations often follow Brown‘s assertion above and liken the motivations for violent 

actions in the African American freedom struggle to the motivations of the American 

Revolutionaries.  Interpretations of violence at each church variously theologize or 

depoliticize violent actions by allegorizing the meaning of those actions for contemporary 

audiences.  Each strategy is part of the appeal for identification from a broader American 

―public.‖ 

Additional Literature and Methodology 

  Colleen McDannell‘s work in Material Christianity encouraged my inspection 

of the dynamic relationship between words and images.
114

 Michael Kammen‘s analysis of 

tradition, patriotism and American identity in Mystic Chords of Memory and Karal Ann 

Marling‘s George Washington Slept Here both helped set the churches and their 

memorial foci in the right cultural, national and historical contexts.
 115

  These books 

establish a national context in which the visual culture of these churches ―make sense‖ in 

some ways.   
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In my work on the later Church of the Advocate, Matthew Countryman‘s Up 

South: Civil Rights and Black Power in Philadelphia helped set the local historical 

context.
 116

  Few other sources deal adequately with civil rights in the north.  Before Up 

South, Paul Washington‘s Other Sheep I Have: The Autobiography of Paul Washington, 

most thoroughly documented the case of Philadelphia, though more personally 

focused.
117

  

David Howard-Pitney‘s work on African American civil religion and Eddie 

Glaude‘s work on early Black nationalism were indispensable in my thinking to open up 

the characterization of COA as another type of civil religious site.
118

  The Black Christ, 

by Episcopalian womanist theologian Kelly Brown Douglas and Pan-African theologian 

Josiah Young‘s essay ―Envisioning the Son of Man‖ helped me understand the 

development of Black theology in relation to artistic and metaphorical ―images‖ in 

African American Christianity, as well as criticisms thereof.
119

   

The work of David Watt, Robert Orsi and Susan Friend Harding contributed to 

my approach to fieldwork by encouraging me to be more self-aware.  Watt, Orsi and 

Harding each recognize themselves as present, feeling and thinking subjects in their 

research places; an obvious but somewhat novel realization since many academic field 

studies are written as if the researcher does not exist, much less have human attributes.  

They demonstrate a more humane and empathetic approach to the people and places that 

are their research ―subjects‖ by allowing their subjects to interpret themselves and to 

evaluate the interpretations offered by these researchers.  

In my visits to WMC, I was able to participate in tours and observe tours in 

progress by patriotic civic organizations as well as WMC representatives.  I visited at 



36 

times when I was the only one there and at times when human traffic flowed around me 

continually.  I observed and participated in various standard Episcopal services as well as 

numerous ―special services‖ for civic groups or special celebrations and national 

holidays.  Likewise, I visited COA for Sunday services, when I knew I could be alone 

with the art, and for various cultural events.  With approval from Temple University‘s 

Institutional Review Board, I have conducted oral history interviews with prominent 

people from the parishes in question and the Diocese of Pennsylvania (See Appendices).  

These interviews provide insight into the meanings of the visual arts and sacred spaces 

for those who identify with them; especially those who produce interpretive discourses 

for others.  Other relevant print sources including books, documents from the Diocesan 

archives and local newspaper articles that relate to the places in question are also be 

incorporated into the research.
120

    

In order to avoid generalizations about a very diverse church, and simultaneously 

to get a sense of the how these churches fit into the culture (racial/ethnic, visual 

theological) of the larger Diocese and the Episcopal Church as a whole, I also did 

research at the Philadelphia Cathedral (Church of the Savior), the African Episcopal 

Church of St. Thomas, Old Christ Church, Diocesan Conventions, and the Diocesan 

archives.  To get a sense of the larger Philadelphia culture, I also researched the historical 

context of each place in Temple University‘s Urban Archives and utilized, among others, 

Gary Nash‘s prolific work on Philadelphia.   

In the next chapter I will provide historical background for racial and national 

identity in the EC and describe the founding and early development of each church.  In 

Chapter Three, I will describe and analyze the ways that the visual culture of WMC 
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represents and affects its constituents‘ religious, racial, and national self-understanding, 

and their ongoing operations by offering a particular narrative interpretation of American 

history.  In Chapter Four, I will describe and analyze the ways that the visual culture of 

COA represents and affects its constituents‘ religious, racial, and national self-

understanding, and their ongoing operations by offering an opposing narrative 

interpretation of American history.  I will summarize my findings and suggest future 

research directions in my concluding chapter. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

EPISCOPALIENATION: RACE AND NATION IN THE EPISCOPAL CHURCH 

 

In this chapter, I will provide historical background on race relations, national 

identity and perspectives on violence and warfare among Philadelphia Episcopalians 

while attending to Philadelphia in general and the broader culture of the early EC 

(c.1776-1916).  National identity, race and violence are inter-related because racial 

identity and the celebration of military victories and ―sacrifices‖ have been significant 

factors in the formation of national identity and patriotism in the United States.  This 

chapter will help set the historical, social and ecclesial contexts out of which emerged 

Washington Memorial Chapel and The Church of the Advocate with their visual cultures. 

Therefore I must first attend to the ways that Episcopalians‘ relationships to nations, 

violence and race differ from other Protestants.     

 Episcopalians have a unique national history that contrasts in some ways with the 

initial thrust of most Protestant churches, whose founders wanted to reform the 

―universal‖ church.  In 1534, the Church of England was established by the English ―Acts 

of Supremacy,‖ and resulting ―Articles of Religion‖ (1571, 1662) as one of the first 

intentionally national churches of the Protestant Reformation with the English monarch 

as the ―chief power… Ecclesiastical or Civil.‖
1
  

The Church of England and the EC, like most churches, are not historically 

pacifist or ―peace churches.‖
2
 The Articles of Religion included the permissibility of 

using ―the civil sword‖ to restrain ―the stubborn and evil doers‖ and to execute ―Christian 

men for heinous and grievous offences.‖
3
 It also established permission ―for Christian 

men, at the commandment of the Magistrate, to wear weapons and serve in the wars.‖
4
 



39 

The Westminster Confession honored by Presbyterians also contains a statement giving 

Magistrates the right to wage war, though it provides a greater sense of what constitutes 

legitimate justification, which is related to the maintenance of ―piety, justice, and peace, 

according to the wholesome laws of each commonwealth… on just and necessary 

occasion.‖
5
 

Revolutionary leadership in the American colonies contained a disproportionate 

percentage of Anglicans.
6
 Their prominent support for the revolution initiated a violent 

conflict that would be uniquely intra-religious for them alone; until self-interest and the 

presumption of national orientation carried some other members of the Church of 

England in the colonies to recognize the revolutionary government and assert ecclesial 

independence. Only Episcopalians could choose a nation/state alliance that would 

fundamentally alienate them from the head and governing body of their own church 

(―Ecclesiastical and Civil‖) and set them in violation of their canon law.
7
 This also 

accounts for the disproportionate representation of Anglicans among Loyalists. In his 

history of the EC, Manross reported that compared to the merchants of the ―urban‖ 

northeast, ―a majority of southern planters favored independence.‖  ―Hence,‖ he writes, 

―nearly all of the leaders and a majority of the rank and file of the revolutionary 

movement were drawn from the Church, though [they] showed but a scant regard for her 

welfare.‖
8
 In 1801, when the EC adopted their own BOCP, they dropped all allusions to 

the ecclesiastical authority of civil magistrates and all references that would indicate that 

the church extended permission for violence to anyone, severing civil and church 

authority and clearly leaving violence in the hands of the state.
9
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Manross‘ association of southern planters with militant Anglican revolutionaries 

also connects this group with slave-holding.  As we will see, the American Civil War 

further established the unique orientation of the Episcopal Church towards affiliation 

with the regional governing authorities, and corresponding military participation.  In 

1930, the ten-yearly Lambeth Conference affirmed what by then was already a reality: 

that churches of the Anglican Communion are ―‗particular or national churches‘ 

ministering within a given territory and there promoting an inculturated expression of the 

Christian faith appropriate to that nation‘s faith and experience.‖
10

 If we return to 

Bellah‘s definition of civil religion (paraphrased) as an ―[apprehension of transcendent 

religious reality as seen in or revealed through the experience of the people],‖ we can see 

how the genuinely accommodating self-understanding of the Anglican Communion sets 

up the natural promotion of civil religious syncretism in a way that is unique among 

Protestants. 

 Ray H. Abrams, in Preachers Present Arms states that ―the Episcopalians, more 

than any others, have been traditionally tied up with various military organizations and 

patriotic orders.‖
11

 The Episcopalian representation in hereditary patriotic societies 

demonstrates the importance of the kinds of exclusive associations with lineal (and 

military) identity and status that translate easily into sophisticated and even paternalistic 

racial-ethnic superiority.
12

  As I will also show, Episcopalians became the unofficial 

guardians of ―Anglo-Saxon‖ heritage and civilization in the United States because of 

their truly English pedigree.  As other ethnic and national groups increased their 

representation in the United States in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Anglo-

Saxon identity became the center of the social order of White supremacy that created 
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identity in opposition to Black inferiority, and reinforced those classifications with 

symbolic and actual violence.
13

  

 As we will see, assumptions of the legitimacy of national orientation and 

corresponding legitimate violence in Philadelphia‘s EC are envisioned in the art of both 

churches and dealt with in related verbal discourse.  Likewise, images that represent the 

racial history of the nation-state are also shaped by the discourses about race in the 

church and society. 

Relevant Literature on the Episcopal Church, and Gaps 

 A significant portion of the Konolige study centers in Philadelphia; the city with 

the most Episcopalians per capita.
14

 This superlative has a pedigree even longer than the 

EC itself and Nathaniel Burt‘s The Perennial Philadelphians: The Anatomy of An 

American Aristocracy confirms the Konolige description of the Episcopal habitus in the 

city.
15

  The first General Conference, The Constitutional Convention of the EC, met in 

Philadelphia at Christ Church (f. 1695) from September 27 to October 7 in 1785.  In 

addition, Philadelphia is home to the first independent Black congregation of a White 

denomination in the United States, the African Episcopal Church of St. Thomas (f.1792), 

though they were excluded from representation at Diocesan Conventions until 1863.
16

  

Taking all of this into consideration, the history of religion and politics in Philadelphia 

well into the twentieth century could be charted in the conversion of civic and economic 

leaders from the once-dominant Quakers to the Episcopal Church.
17

 

Despite the prominence of Philadelphia in both EC history and the history of 

Black Episcopalians in particular, literature on Episcopalians and race in the urban 

northeast in general and Philadelphia in particular is scant, and beyond the Revolution, 
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specific attention to the EC and patriotism is non-existent.  Likewise, discussions of 

violence and warfare in the EC have been minimal throughout its history.
18

  Harold T. 

Lewis‘ Yet With a Steady Beat: The African American Struggle for Recognition in the 

Episcopal Church is helpful but beyond the founding story of the African Episcopal 

Church of St. Thomas, he spends little time on the urban northeast or Philadelphia.  

Lewis has two main priorities that cause him to overlook many local developments.  

First, Lewis is interested in the causes of church-wide racial tension and the repression of 

African Americans and their interests, which he describes as differing visions of what 

―catholicity‖ means in the Episcopal Church.
19

  Secondly, since the incidents and policies 

of racism seem so obvious, Lewis wants to defend the commitment of African Americans 

to the Episcopal Church.
20

   

 Gardiner Shattuck‘s Episcopalians and Race: Civil War to Civil Rights has only 

limited coverage of events in the urban northeast.  Shattuck states that his interest is in 

the ideas of his church‘s (mostly White) leaders regarding their relationship to African 

Americans.
21

  Shattuck is to be commended for including a chapter on ―Black Power and 

the Urban Crisis‖ but even this chapter gets distracted by southern concerns and focuses a 

great deal on pronouncements and decisions of church leaders, rather than events 

happening on the ground in cities like Philadelphia.
22

   

 By contrast, in my review of local EC literature from as early as 1886 through 

1930, I became overwhelmed by the number of references to ―race‖ and the uses of the 

word.  Here I will focus on a sampling of the racial discourse found predominantly in the 

Church News of Diocese of Pennsylvania (CNDP) and history that is relevant to group 

politics and image creation.  Regarding patriotism, a great deal has been written about the 
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political positions of various colonial English-churchmen-turned-Episcopalian-

revolutionaries, some of which I will review here, but little about the ongoing role of 

patriotism in the EC, or about the church‘s relationship with the nation-state, though the 

EC‘s discourse on these themes is prominent in local and national pronouncements and 

publications.  The creation of the United States resulted from a violent White liberation 

movement led by men who owned Black slaves. Commemorating the events, people and 

symbols of that creation have been distinctive marks of what it means to be patriotic. 

Therefore patriotism has taken on certain racial distinctives.
23

  I will attend to the early 

history of the EC, but also develop some sense of later and broader patriotism and 

perspectives on race and state-sponsored violence.  

Loyal Traitors 

 Prior to the Revolution, The Church of England existed in the colonies as a loyal 

missionary enterprise under the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel (SPG).
24

  The 

consistent lack of bishops in the colonies may be attributed in part to the perceived 

impossibility of offering them political power in the religiously diverse colonies as well 

as the blatantly suspicious and anticlerical attitude of many colonists, which also likely 

empowered Episcopal lay-leaders, most of whom were also civic leaders.
25

  Since the 

Church of England was the state church, with the King as the head of the church, political 

affiliation and church loyalty were synonymous for members of the Church of England, 

though some Anglicans in the colonies could clearly imagine a different scenario.   

 The Episcopal Church boasts highly of its patriotic credentials.  Nearly three-

quarters of the signers of the Declaration of Independence came from the Church of 

England.
26

 William White (1748-1785), rector of Christ Church, Philadelphia, was a 
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chaplain to the Continental Congress.  White became the Protestant Episcopal Church‘s 

first fully-endorsed Bishop and hence the first bishop of the first American diocese 

(Pennsylvania).
27

 However, the Episcopal Church‘s Revolutionary credentials obscure 

the inter-church conflict of that era. The Church of England, established in Virginia, the 

lower counties of New York, South Carolina and Georgia, had the third largest number of 

clergy (250) in the colonies at the time of the Revolution and the largest proportion of 

Loyalists.
28

  Though cut off from English bishops by the Declaration of Independence, 

the colonial churches
29

did not officially establish their own independence until after the 

war and many clergy had argued vehemently and cogently against the revolution.
30

 

Jonathan Boucher (1738-1804), a Virginia clergyman and former teacher to George 

Washington, delivered a series of anti-Revolutionary discourses in the colonies between 

1763 and 1775.
31

 

 Even Christ Church, Philadelphia‘s credentials are mixed.  Rev. Jacob Duche 

(1737-1798) of Christ Church, Philadelphia, earned himself the first chaplaincy of the 

Continental Congress (1774-1776) for his fiery Revolutionary sermons, at least one 

dedicated to George Washington.
32

 It had been the formal decision by the vestry of Christ 

Church under Duche to suspend liturgical prayers for the King, stating the pressing 

importance of unity in the colonial church, rather than a political position.
33

  The prayers 

for the King included the petition to ―strengthen him that he may vanquish and overcome 

all his enemies.‖
34

 Duche later defected and gave support to the British, earning him the 

title ―Benedict Arnold of the American Clergy.‖
35

 Yet, by the 1850s, Christ Church was 

already working to preserve its physical structure by relying on a uniformly patriotic 

rendition of its history for broad donor appeal.
36
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  Suspension of prayers for the King by Revolutionary sympathizers in the 

emerging EC was presented as pro forma in the case of the church finding itself under 

new civil government.
37

  In Bourdieu‘s terms, certain factions of the church empowered 

the delegates to the Continental Congress to make decisions that divided the Church of 

England by misrecognizing the political power delegated to them as natural, or even 

divinely ordained.  Bourdieu describes the political deployment of ―the people‖ by those 

who claim to represent them as the post-Enlightenment equivalent of pre-Enlightenment 

claims to represent God.
38

 What makes this instance fascinating is that the Revolutionary 

faction of the ―Church of England‖ chose to support the representatives of ―the people‖ 

instead of supporting their representatives of ―God,‖ (The Bishops of the Church of 

England) who were uniformly opposed to the Revolution (along with many colonial 

Anglican clergy), while those representatives of ―the people‖ had only moderate support 

from their supposed constituents.  Episcopalians in Pennsylvania for instance were 

roughly split into Whig and Tory, situated between a primarily loyalist New England 

church and a southern church led mostly by independence-minded lay-people.
39

  Charles 

Hamlin Hunter asserts that:  

…the Revolutionary War, far from being undertaken by the will of a free 

citizenry, was actually forced upon the American people by a small 

minority in the teeth of the earnest opposition of a highly respectable 

percentage of thoughtful citizens, while another large part of the colonists 

was quite indifferent to the issue.
40

  

 

Ray H. Abrams similarly cites John Adams‘ estimate that the colonists were one-

third loyalist, one third indifferent and one third Revolutionary.
41

 As John Nagy‘s book, 

Rebellion in the Ranks, makes clear, even the colonial soldiery experienced massive 

ambivalence about their endeavors.
42

  The decision of Anglican Revolutionaries, however 
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passive or active, was profoundly disloyal to the previous status quo as affirmed by all 

members of the Church of England.
43

  Bernard Mayo states that until 1776, it was normal 

to ―damn Parliament‖ while affirming loyalty to the King.
44

 Now they were all damned.
45

 

So were dissenters.  Charles Inglis (1734-1816), rector of Trinity Church, New 

York, was especially bothered by ―rebel generals‖ who insisted that he omit ―the violent 

prayers for the king and royal family,‖ when Washington visited New York and his 

church in April 1776.
46

    He did not omit them, and eventually threats of vandalism 

caused him to close the New York churches.
47

 Samuel Seabury of Connecticut (1729-

1796), later the first American to be ordained bishop, wrote indignantly that he had been 

―threatened, shot at, imprisoned‖ as a vocal Loyalist before taking refuge with the 

British.
48

  

Compared to the harassment of Anglican Loyalists, Quakers and Moravian 

pacifists were persecuted.  Gough wrote that Anglican Philadelphians had ongoing 

frustrations with Quaker pacifism in particular throughout the colonial period.
49

 Joseph 

R. Washington Jr. wrote similarly of Philadelphians‘ views on slavery, noting that a 

religious sea-change had swept Philadelphia prior to the Revolution  

as a statistically significant number of the proslavery Quaker sons of the 

antislavery fathers who left the Church of England were fast becoming 

Episcopalians… the successors of the Friends as the political force in the 

Commonwealth.
50

   

 

It seems clear that at this point there was a strong correlation in Philadelphia between 

affirming the legitimacy of Christian participation in warfare and slavery, association 

with the Church of England and eventually committing treason to join the Revolution.  
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   The stories of Anglicans joining the Revolution point to an incredible irony.  The 

American Anglican Revolutionaries (George Washington, Patrick Henry, Thomas 

Jefferson, Patrick Hopkinson, Robert Morris and others), were guilty of treason, a fact 

they all recognized, while simultaneously claiming patriotism and accusing others, 

including the majority of their own clergy, of the crime of which they themselves were 

guilty; a marvelous bit of scapegoating.  

Therefore, while the Episcopal Church can indeed boast of its American patriotic 

credentials, these same credentials come at the expense of both national and ecclesial 

unity and even charity, since the Revolutionary laymen were rebelling against both 

church and state.  Thinking in terms of civil religion, they perceived that God‘s favor was 

active among the religiously diverse, discursively constructed revolutionary entity ―the 

American people,‖ with whom they desired to identify, and made common cause there, 

rather than with the religiously particular but transnational entity of The Church of 

England.   

 The popularity of founding fathers who were Anglican/Episcopalian laymen like 

Washington (who will figure in this study most prominently) obviously transcended the 

church of their affiliation.  To paraphrase David Potter, this is precisely because their 

church loyalty was subsumed and kept in a ―reciprocally supportive relationship‖ to their 

loyalty to the nascent Revolutionary government and its affiliates.
51

  Affiliation with the 

Church of England would likely have been an obstacle to Washington‘s popularity if 

either he or the mass of Americans had taken his affiliation with that ecclesial structure 

more seriously.   
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Washington and Religion 

The debate about Washington‘s religious credentials is ongoing.  In the past five 

years, at least three more books on the faith/s of the founding fathers have attempted to 

make their own more or less nuanced cases about George Washington‘s religiosity.
52

  

Many of these conversations revolve around the question of whether the ―Founding 

Fathers‖ were Christians, in some orthodox sense, or Deists, who believed in a divine 

force that (perhaps benevolently) established the machinations of the natural world and 

left it running.  An older volume in this genre, Paul F. Boller Jr.‘s George Washington 

and Religion, is the most thorough, recent scholarly treatment that deals exclusively with 

Washington‘s piety and religious practices.
53

  Boller lists the WMC founder and rector 

Herbert Burk among ―only the most influential‖ of those he calls ―filio-pietists,‖ people 

dedicated to the portrayal of Washington as a pious Christian.
54

  This portrayal has been 

through numerous indignant efforts to debunk and eradicate it, with only more indignant 

reaction from those who cherish such stories.
55

 

To this milieu, Gregg L. Frazer‘s study of Gouverneur Morris has added the 

helpful term, ―theistic rationalists,‖ to describe those rationalists who possessed some 

significant Christian commitments, expressed beliefs about divine intervention in the 

world and resounded with the possibility of divine revelation.
56

 Boller‘s account of 

Washington is very similar to Frazer‘s account of Morris. However, the problem is 

complicated by Washington‘s notorious reticence about commitment to any specific 

element of Christian faith or tradition.
57

  Even responding to a letter of congratulations on 

his election by his own denominational leaders in the EC, Washington gives no hint of 

special collegiality.
58

  Washington‘s faithful commitments to Truro parish as a vestrymen 
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and churchwarden (one of two lead vestrymen) can be interpreted as the responsible 

acceptance of gentlemanly duties for one of his rank and station as well as requirements 

to be part of the Virginia House of Burgesses.
59

  Regardless of other testimony, 

Washington‘s meticulous records of his daily activities indicate relatively scant church 

attendance before 1773, more consistent attendance during the Revolution, and 

resumption of his former habits during his periods of retirement after the war and after 

his presidency.  He rarely commented on church services in his diary entries.
60

  This 

latter omission seems consistent with Mark Noll‘s comment about the most Episcopalian 

state that ―Virginia‘s religious life during the eighteenth century was marked by an 

absence of spiritual zeal and a lack of concern for bringing religion to bear on day-today 

activities.‖
61

 

It also seems fairly clear that Washington avoided kneeling for prayer in church 

and the sacrament of communion. When castigated for setting a bad example in his habit 

of leaving Episcopal services before communion, Washington humbly accepted the 

criticism and ceased attending services when communion would be offered.
62

 His 

extensive writings contain few biblical references, the most extensive of which are 

contained in an unusually playful letter to a woman who had composed a poem about 

him.  The letter flirtatiously rebukes the woman‘s self-deprecation and requests more 

flattering poetry, all with clever religious and biblical allusions.
63

  

The letter aside, Washington clearly saw religion in general as an important 

conservative force in society and he advocated for religious freedom with a great deal of 

consistency.  On the former element, in Washington‘s advocacy for military chaplains 

and the provision of religious services in the Continental Army, he expresses pragmatic 
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military concerns about discipline, morale and curbing moral vices.  He especially praises 

one chaplain who had ―taken great pains to animate the Soldiery and impress them with a 

knowledge of the important rights we are contending for.‖
64

 Likewise, his famous 

Farewell Address and ―Washington‘s Prayer‖ (to be discussed below) show similar 

pragmatic hopes and assumptions about the stabilizing, even anti-revolutionary, power of 

Christian religion in American society.
65

    

With perhaps two notable exceptions, Washington‘s references to God are 

consistent with Deism.  His writings are peppered with ―Providence,‖ ―The Supreme 

Being,‖ ―Grand Architect,‖ ―Governor of the Universe‖ and so forth.
66

 Washington 

seemed to believe that this being was benevolent and that, contra deism, the deity was 

involved in human affairs, to the extent that Washington attributed the success of the 

Revolution and various particular events within it, to God.
67

  Apart from one allusion in a 

prayer (―Washington‘s Prayer‖) from a circular letter, the only other reference to Jesus is 

contained in an admonition to ―Delaware Chiefs‖ in 1779 to ―learn our ways of life, and 

above all, the religion of Jesus Christ.‖
68

 However, this is consistent with his belief in 

religion‘s ―civilizing‖ potential.  He approved of attempts to convert indigenous 

Americans to ―Christianity and consequently to civilization.‖
69

  Washington almost 

certainly viewed religious adherence and Christianity in particular as a kind of ―habitus‖ 

that conferred civilized behavior upon the adherent. 

That being the case, perhaps the most unorthodox approach to the question of 

whether Washington was ―a Christian‖ would be as follows: In 1779, publisher John Bell 

wrote that Washington was ―a total stranger to religious prejudices, which have so often 

excited Christians of one denomination to cut the throats of those of another.‖
70

 This is 
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evidenced by Washington‘s forceful instructions to Benedict Arnold that he be 

―particularly careful‖ to avoid any disrespect of Catholicism in the Canadian expedition, 

even punishing officers who engaged in such actions.
71

 Nonetheless, historian Joseph 

Buffington (1855-1947) praised Washington‘s wisdom in making the ―Christmas Day‖ 

(actually December 26, 1776) attack on Trenton, NJ.  Buffington wrote that Washington 

devised the attack because he was ―filled with the Christmas spirit himself… [and] 

knowing the German and British love of Christmas and their joy of Christmas cheer… 

[they] would, of all nights in the year, be off guard.‖
72

 Reportedly, when Washington was 

informed by General Sullivan that the weather inhibited the army‘s weapons from firing, 

Washington retorted ―Tell General Sullivan to use the bayonet. I am resolved to take 

Trenton."
73

 

 So foreign to the throat-cutting religious prejudices of denominations, 

Washington apparently had no qualms about taking advantage of the celebration of a 

Christian holiday to kill (in this case 23) other Christians for his political prejudices.
74

  

All told,  

If to be a member of a Christian church, to attend church with a fair degree 

of regularity, to insist on the importance of organized religion for society, 

and to believe in an overruling Providence in human affairs is to be a 

Christian, then Washington can assuredly be regarded as a Christian.
75

  

 

Most of these items would be true of any other civil religious proponent including 

Jean Jacques Rousseau and Benjamin Franklin, the latter of which was both born into and 

attended Episcopal services, though neither held any regard for the particularities of 

Christian, much less Episcopalian, doctrine or tradition.
76

  The benefits of affiliation with 

Washington have long been the pursuit of various national groups and establishing 
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familial relations is one way of incorporating a group and solidifying allegiance.  It is 

therefore important to also consider the early role of ―the historical Washington‖ as 

American Patriarch.   

Deo et Pater: National Patriarch 

While Washington is always included in lists of the ―founding fathers,‖ more is 

often made of this title for the childless first President than for others, hence the 

singularity of the title of Richard Brookhiser‘s 1997 Founding Father: Rediscovering 

George Washington.  Brookhiser emphasized that Washington‘s contemporaries had 

already begun referring to him as ―patriarch‖ and that ―National paternity began 

gravitating to Washington six months before the Declaration of Independence, when one 

Levi Allen addressed him in a letter as ‗our political Father.‘‖
77

  The first reference to 

him as ―Father of His country‖ appeared in an almanac in1778, and since then the title 

has been fixed.‖
78

  In fact, other ―founding fathers‖ on occasion expressed jealous dismay 

about the unique reverence for Washington.  Catherine Albanese writes that ―as early as 

1777, John Adams was remonstrating on the floor of Congress against the ‗superstitious 

veneration that is sometimes paid to General Washington.‘‖
79

  In addition, Americans of 

both the Revolutionary era and the era of WMC‘s founding were very concerned with 

lineage and ancestry.
80

  Two patriotic Societies, The Society of Cincinnati and the 

Descendents of George Washington‘s Army at Valley Forge (both associated with 

WMC) demonstrate a sort of longing for vicarious lineal descent by tracing their ancestry 

to his officers and army respectively.  The Society of Cincinnati, the oldest military 

hereditary society in the U.S., goes as far as insisting on primogeniture.  Although there 
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is now a women‘s Society as well, members of the original Society, founded in 1783, 

must be the first-born son of a first-born son of an officer.
81

  

One of the greatest Washington-admirers of his day was Washington‘s step-

grandson George Washington Parke Custis (1781-1857), who reported that when 

Washington was in Philadelphia ―often would mothers bring their children to look upon 

the paternal chief.‖
82

  Custis weaves a word picture of national kinship centered upon a 

seemingly aloof chieftain whose children can only gaze upon him.  As we will see, it is 

not dissimilar from the overall effect of WMC. 

Brookhiser notes that in the eighteenth century, the term ―patriarch‖ was used 

particularly to allude to the biblical ―forefathers of Israel and its twelve tribes.‖
83

  Today 

the term patriarch also conjures up other images.  These are images of an outdated system 

of singular male household dominance and (in particular) female subordination.  

Brookhiser attempts to exonerate Washington against any attempt to pin the negative 

connotations of this term upon him.   Much has been made of Washington‘s deep 

appreciation of female support for the Revolutionary cause. However, his correspondence 

with the Ladies Association in 1781 shows a particular patriarchal tenor.  The women had 

collected a large sum of money that they wished to distribute to the soldiers for their 

morale.  Washington insisted that the money be spent upon shirts, which the ladies should 

sew themselves.  After some dispute, they complied and Washington wrote them to say 

that their donations gave them  

an equal place with any who have preceded them in the walk of female 

patriotism.  It embellishes the American character with a new trait; by 

proving that the love of country is blended with those softer domestic 

virtues, which have always been allowed to be peculiarly your own.
84
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This differentiation between male and female patriotism and the redirection of 

women‘s fundraising activities to be inclusive of increased domestic labor, show what is 

easily identifiable as a more socially regressive patriarchal impulse; putting women in 

their place.  In his People‟s History of the American Revolution, Ray Raphael quotes a 

poem written in the 1785 diary of a Hannah Griffits, a Pennsylvania Quaker who became 

a loyalist, which indicates her awareness that the Revolution had in many ways re-

inscribed the previous establishments structures.
85

 

The glorious fourth – again appears 

A Day of Days – and year of years, 

 The sum of sad disasters, 

Where all the mighty gains we see  

With all their boasted liberty,  

 Is only a Change of Masters.
86

 

 

 Of course Washington himself was a master of slaves.  And once again, while 

much has been made of Washington‘s exemplary qualities as a slave-owner, he was still a 

slave owner.  In Fritz Hirschfeld‘s George Washington and Slavery: A Documentary 

Portrayal, he notes that after Lord Dunmore‘s (however disingenuous) declaration that 

the slaves of rebels would be freed if they sided with the British, at least seventeen of 

Washington‘s slaves left Mount Vernon for British Captain Richard Graves‘ nearby 

sloop.
87

  This is at least indicative that Washington‘s slavery was not as good as the 

freedom his slaves could imagine.   

 In addition, one particular incident stands out.  One of Martha Washington‘s 

slaves, Oney Judge, eloped, fleeing from Mount Vernon to New Hampshire.  Washington 

dispatched several letters seeking her apprehension, but to no avail.  In one, we find 

Washington writing apologetically, ―I am sorry to give you, or anyone else trouble on 
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such a trifling occasion, but the ingratitude of the girl, who was brought up and treated 

more like a child than a Servant (and Mrs. Washington‘s desire to recover her) ought not 

to escape with impunity if it can be avoided.‖
88

  Whether this is more indicative of 

Washington‘s sense of fatherhood or slave mastery, there can be no doubt that his 

patriarchy was beyond question in his mind, in his household.  The point here is not to 

disparage him, but this will provide some basis for comparison when we begin to inquire 

as to who Washington appears to be at WMC and what sorts of relationships and social 

structures are reinforced by the imagery there. 

The New American Church 

The establishment of the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States of 

America (1789) itself reinforced a popular understanding of correct relationships and 

social structures when it adopted two tenets of the American political climate.  First, the 

Constitution of the church assumed the American political dogma of representative 

democracy, affirming the more informal 1784 decision that church laws would be created 

by ―a representative body of clergy and laity conjointly.‖
89

 Secondly, the first Book of 

Common Prayer (hereafter BCP, adopted 1789) of the EC assumed a basic theological 

tenet of much American civil religion.  In the preface, explaining the occasion for a new 

separate church and a new BCP, the redactors, among whom William White is generally 

regarded as most responsible, justified the change in theological and ecclesiastic terms: 

―But when in the course of Divine Providence, these American states became 

independent with respect to civil government, their ecclesiastical independence was 

necessarily included…‖
90
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 This statement is a fairly bland statement of church policy, appealing to Deists as 

well as more Calvinist leaning Americans.  Still, it is not insignificant.  It is the decision 

to perceive (and formally represent) a rebellion against established civil government, 

which went directly against the 1571 and 1662 ―Articles of Religion‖ as a matter of 

divine course because of its successful outcome.
91

 This representation and conflation of 

theological and political reality was reiterated almost verbatim in the 1817 Pastoral Letter 

from the House of Bishops.
92

  It is the only reference to Divine Providence in the letter. 

The idea that certain humans act and successful outcome indicates the will of God recurs 

in church history and especially at WMC and is extremely useful in the creation of a 

locative space. 

 Despite such agreeable pronouncements, the EC was suffering major losses.  

Many Loyalists fled the new republic during or immediately after the war, the church lost 

significant property through being disestablished in several states and Methodist societies 

began breaking from the church in 1784.
93

  As a result, by 1790 the new republic of four 

million people had only ten thousand Episcopalians, though these included its President, 

Secretary of State and Supreme Court Chief Justice.
94

 Thus we observe the rise to power 

through violence of a group of Episcopal laymen whose positions were achieved by 

prioritizing what they perceived to be the political and economic self-interest of ―the 

people‖ over their ecclesiastic loyalty.  Their church credentials were preserved by the 

willingness of a small group of their denomination‘s clergy to break with the mother 

church and accommodate this new political environment.  

From 1808 to 1835, all the Pastoral Letters of the Bishops (with the exception of 

1814) were signed by William White, Presiding Bishop of the EC serving Christ Church, 
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Philadelphia.  The Pastoral Letter of the Bishops in 1832 spent several pages affirming 

both the freedom of religion and the divine legitimacy of civil government, including the 

obligation to obey and guard against ―whatever may loosen the bonds of society.‖
95

 Since 

the polity of the Anglican Church and society had threatened to loosen the bonds of 

American civil society, it was overruled.  Thus, the utopian worldview of the Revolution 

that replaced the locative worldview of the Church of England reversed once more to 

affirm the locative relation of God and government. 

Race at Revolution      

 Issues of racial politics were also religious issues in Philadelphia leading up to the 

Revolutionary War.  Deborah Gough‘s thick study, Christ Church, Philadelphia: The 

Nation‟s Church in a Changing City, has perhaps six pages dealing with issues of race.  

These pages portray the pre-Revolution clergy of Christ Church as increasingly attentive, 

if also paternalistic in their ministry to Black Philadelphians; ten percent of the 

population (mostly enslaved) at that time.
96

  After the War of Independence ended, 

emancipation and racial independence became increasingly pressing concerns for African 

Americans in Philadelphia.  Pennsylvania had established a policy of gradual 

emancipation in the 1780 State Constitution whereby no African American born after 

1780 in Pennsylvania would be enslaved beyond twenty-eight years of age, eventually 

leading to one of the largest free-Black populations in the country.
97

  

The Free African Society (FAS) formed in Philadelphia in 1787 and began 

holding ecumenical Christian services in 1790.
98

 With the help of Benjamin Rush (1745-

1813) FAS members drew up a charter for the African Church of Philadelphia in 1791.  

Led by Absalom Jones (1746-1818) and Richard Allen (1760-1831), the African Church 
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of Philadelphia purchased land and began building; holding their first services in 1792.  

Absalom Jones and other leaders began negotiating with William White for inclusion in 

the Episcopal Church in 1794.
99

  They were admitted, but denied Diocesan seat and vote 

until 1863, ten years after St. Phillip‘s (also African American, founded in 1818) in New 

York, was given the same rights by that Diocese.
100

 

Joseph R. Washington Jr. remarks that willingness of Episcopalians to establish 

AECST had been at least ―partly for the purpose of maintaining a minimal multiracial 

and maximal Black and White separate and distinct power and authority.‖
101

 Whatever 

the reasons, the church grew and at Jones‘ death in 1818, it had 600 members.
102

 Two 

attempts to replace Jones with African American clergy failed and under the leadership of 

a series of White clergy, AECST declined to a third of its former membership by 1837.
103

 

Alexander Crummell 

 Six years later, Alexander Crummel (1819-1898), who was to become the most 

prominent Black Episcopalian of his day, arrived in Philadelphia, where he appeared 

before Diocesan Bishop Henry Onderdonk (1789-1858) with a letter from Rhode Island‘s 

Bishop Alexander Griswold (1766-1843), asking for his full inclusion to the Diocese.  

Having been rejected from General Seminary in New York by Diocesan Bishop 

Benjamin Onderdonk (1791-1861), Crummel was now informed by Benjamin‘s younger 

brother that he would not be received into the Diocese of Pennsylvania unless he agreed 

to never seek seat or vote in the Diocesan Convention.  He could not comply.
104

    

 Support from the Bishops of New Jersey and Delaware, as well as several other 

White Episcopalians resulted in Bishop H. Onderdonk‘s eventual acceptance of 
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Crummell‘s letter, but he simultaneously prepared a resolution for the upcoming 

Diocesan Convention that read: 

No church in this diocese in like peculiar circumstances as the African 

Church of St. Thomas shall be entitled to send a clergyman or deputies to 

the Convention or to interfere with the general government of the 

church.
105

 

 

Crummell was ordained to the priesthood in Philadelphia by the Bishop of 

Delaware in 1844 but found insufficient support among White or Black clergy to stay in 

the city, though his influence was ongoing.
106

 Crummell was an enigmatic figure whose 

religious and political positions provide an example of how varying ecclesial and civic 

positions could be maintained by Black Episcopalians of his time. The reputation of 

Black Episcopalians among other Black Christians at this time was ambivalent, partly 

from their distinct high-church orientation and partly from their loyalty to a White 

church.
107

  Crummell was indeed a loyal catholic-minded churchman.  He insisted on 

integration in the church with full equality and representation at the National and 

Diocesan Conventions, a decision passed over by the national House of Deputies who 

insisted on Diocesan rights in a way that echoed the ―States‘ rights‖ rhetoric of the 

antebellum south.
108

  Paradoxically, Crummell also became something of a racial 

separatist and ultimately a Black nationalist who insisted on empowering Blacks to 

minister to Blacks, opposed integrationist efforts of Black Philadelphians who wanted to 

leave the Negro Convention Movement and supported the creation of an independent 

Black nation in Liberia.
109

   

Efforts to ―repatriate‖ free-Blacks to the west coast of Africa were 

institutionalized in the American Colonization Society (ACS) and the Episcopal branch 
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of the ACS, the American Missionary Society (AMS). Two separate groups of free-

Blacks in Philadelphia opposed these efforts in 1818 and again in 1831.  It had become 

obvious that these societies saw free-Black as a contradiction in the United States, and 

that they were unwilling to support any national Black leadership.
110

 Initially, Black 

clergy like Crummel and African Methodist Episcopal (AME) minister Martin Delany, 

also opposed colonization, but both ended up advocating for Liberia as a free and 

independent Black nation in West Africa when they became cynical about prospects for 

Blacks in the United States, though their plans dissolved.
111

   

Thanks in part to their efforts, and partly from the passage of the Fugitive Slave 

Act of 1850, political segregation through emigration and colonization became a mass 

movement among Blacks that had previously opposed these prospects.  They joined 

forces with Henry Highland Garnet in forming the African Civilization Society 

(supported by White Quaker abolitionist Benjamin Coates), as a Black-led alternative to 

the other ACS, but this organization ended in 1869 due to financial shortfalls.
112

  

The Civil War  

At the time of the Civil War, less than 2% of Americans (one hundred forty-six 

thousand) were Episcopalian, with an estimated thirty-five thousand African American 

Episcopalians worshipping primarily in one hundred fifty White-controlled slave 

congregations.
113

  As the American Revolution had done before, abolition and the Civil 

War divided the church on civil grounds, although the EC was the only Protestant church 

to avoid an enduring denominational split during the war.  From 1861, southern Bishops 

began to view the southern church as pro forma separate, following the explanatory 

Preface of the BCP (cited previously), and in 1862 the southern House of Bishops issued 
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a Pastoral Letter stating that, since it was under new national government, it was ―forced 

by the Providence of God to separate.‖
114

 History seemed to be in the process of 

repeating itself.  The statement of church policy declared with a most discomforting 

clarity by Bishop Leonidas Polk of Louisiana (1806-1864) in his Pastoral Letter of 

January 30, 1861, upon Louisiana‘s secession, was: ―we must follow our nationality.‖
115

  

Of course this misrecognizes the construction of southern nationality as natural the same 

way that Revolutionary Episcopalians misrecognized the construction of the national 

government as natural.  In the ritual and visual construction of the Confederacy, 

Episcopalian Jefferson Davis was hailed as the ―second Washington‖ and he was 

inaugurated at the foot of a statue of George Washington, whose rebellion was also being 

celebrated in songs, while his image was placed on the Confederate seal.
116

 

For its part, the northern House of Bishops followed its own national government 

in not recognizing the legitimacy of the secession, but it also resisted condemning the 

southern church. With no apparent sense of historical irony, the Pastoral Letter of the 

north used the arguments of Loyalists from ninety years prior (divine mandate of rulers 

given in Romans 13, and the BCP‘s plea for deliverance from ―sedition, privy conspiracy 

and rebellion‖) to declare the action of the southern States ―a gigantic evil.‖
117

 Thus, the 

secession was condemned and southern Bishops were simply listed ―absent‖ from the 

generally pro-Union 1862 General Convention.
118

  

The war-years communion (such as it was) was preserved by the policy of 

following political nationality and the northern EC‘s official neutrality on slavery (few 

northern clergy were active abolitionists) which allowed the Northern Church to avoid 

official condemnation of the Southern church.
119

 Episcopalian Historian Frederica Harris 
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Thompsett calls the Episcopal posture during the Civil War, ―one of the clearest 

examples of ignoring reality and bypassing conflict.‖
120

  The question remains: How did 

the EC manage to uniquely preserve their unity?  

One possible answer is that the EC was more uniformly bigoted (north and south) 

than other denominations and therefore unconcerned with slavery.  Certainly, the north 

was not characterized by racial harmony.  While Philadelphia has developed a reputation 

for being forward-thinking because of the activities of abolitionists and the historic 

successes of free Africans, race riots and anti-abolition riots were also common.  In 1835, 

there were 37 incidents of anti-abolition mob violence in the north including one in 

Philadelphia and another riot of White Philadelphians that resulted from a rumor of a 

Black man‘s assault on a White woman.
121

  In January 1838, an amendment to the 

Pennsylvania state constitution to disenfranchise Black voters was proposed and in May, 

White rioters destroyed Pennsylvania Hall during an abolitionist convention featuring 

William Loyd Garrison and Angelina Grimke.  Rioters went on to destroy a home for 

Black orphans and attack Black churches and homes of abolitionists.
122

  In Russell W. 

Weigley‘s article, ―The Border City in Civil War: 1854-1865, he writes that: 

The Democratic campaign of 1856 candidly argued that a vote for 

Buchanan‘s party [the Democrats] was a vote of unequivocal rejection of 

the antislavery party and the Negro.  This argument apparently appealed to 

most Philadelphians… they themselves did not like the Negro and wished 

to confine him to a restricted and menial role.‖
123

 

 

―Violence in American History,‖ the first chapter of the 1969 Final Report of the 

National Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence offers five historical 

causes for American violence. The first is  
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the quick rise to dominance of the Anglo-Saxon immigrant, followed by 

that groups‘ resistance to and occasional scapegoating of, other immigrant 

groups as the latter attempted to rise in the ―resultant competitive 

hierarchy of immigrants…
124

  

 

The Victorian era brought a newfound interest in ―Anglo-Saxon‖ intellectual and 

cultural trends that led many of the urban upper classes to the EC as a center of 

English culture.
125

 

(Table 1) Other pre-Great War incidents of racial violence in Eastern Pennsylvania.
126

 

1819 Philadelphia 3 White women stone a Black woman to death on 

the street 

1820 Philadelphia Black homes burned by rioting whites 

1829 Philadelphia Abolitionist orators met with riot. General assault on 

blacks ensues. 

1834 Philadelphia White race riot ends in one Black man murdered, 31 

homes and 2 churches burned. 

1842 Philadelphia Blacks celebrating Jamaican independence met with 

3 days of White rioting.  One death, one church 

burned, several homes looted.
 
 

March 1894 Stroudsburg Black murder suspect lynched. 

August 1911 Coatesville Black murder suspect abducted and burned alive. 

 

 

Reginald Horsman writes that during these years the designation ―Anglo-Saxon‖ was 

increasingly used to distinguish Western-European Americans from blacks, Indians, 

Mexicans or Asians.
127

  

Episcopalians exerted an especially strong cultural influence on Philadelphia.  In 

continuance of the trend discussed earlier by Joseph Washington, Burt and Davies remark 

that in Philadelphia, many wealthy Quakers over the years had been ―caught up in the 

largely Episcopalian aristocracy of Old Philadelphians‖ and converted.
128

  The ongoing 
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conversion of abolitionist Quakers to the ―slavery-neutral‖ EC correlates to the 1830‘s 

persecution of abolitionists and the 1856 election‘s rebuttal of anti-slavery.    

Additionally, the EC‘s official claim of neutrality regarding slavery and the Civil 

War must be understood in relation to its own slaveholders.
129

 For instance, Bishop 

Leonidas Polk of Louisiana owned four hundred slaves and in 1861 accepted a 

commission as general in the Confederate army (he was killed in action in 1864).
130

 More 

generally, 15 of 39 members of the House of Bishops (ie. all the Southern Bishops) 

owned slaves and Presiding Bishop John Henry Hopkins of Vermont had written two 

books affirming the right of slave owners to own slaves and the duty of American 

Christians to assist in returning fugitive slaves.  Hopkins‘ 1861 publication of  A 

Scriptural, Ecclesiastical, and Historical View of Slavery was issued pointedly at 

Pennsylvania‘s abolitionist Bishop Alonzo Potter.
131

 

Given the precedent of 1776 (the separated church ―following nationality‖) and 

the fact that single church bodies, from the House of Bishops to individual parishes, were 

divided in multiple ways, the actual lines along which the EC might have ultimately 

divided during the Civil War becomes less clear.  Manross‘ claim that the laymen of the 

1862 General Convention were ―divided along political rather than ecclesial lines‖ seems 

true of the EC in Philadelphia.
132

  Gough reports that some members of Christ Church 

were arrested for pro-southern positions, one at the initiative of a fellow layman.  Along 

with other Philadelphia elite, the rector‘s warden, Peter McCall, openly opposed the 

Emancipation Proclamation and Lincoln‘s prosecution of the war.
133

 Christ Church 

rector, Rev. Benjamin Dorr (1796-1869) took an adamantly apolitical stance during the 

Civil War, though his oldest son William was killed fighting for the Union in 1864.
134
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Whatever his national politics, Dorr‘s ecclesial and racial politics may be clearer from his 

stance on granting AECST diocesan seat and vote.  He and three lay-delegates of Christ 

Church voted their opposition at the 1863 Diocesan Convention.
135

 AECST‘s victory 

there further demonstrates the division of the Diocese.  

That same year, some Philadelphia Episcopalians reprinted Hopkins‘ book on 

slavery, with his permission, for use in the Pennsylvania Democratic campaign.
136

  Thus, 

the highest-ranking Episcopal cleric in America provided religious sanction both to 

slavery and party politics for some Episcopalian laymen while the most popular 

Episcopal preacher of the century, Phillips Brooks (1835-1893) of Holy Trinity 

(Rittenhouse Square), transgressed the norms of high-church civility and preached 

abolition, with his Diocesan Bishop‘s support.  Brooks was ―ashamed‖ of Philadelphia‘s 

pseudo-neutrality on abolition and he found himself aligned on one hand with abolitionist 

Quakers who were anti-war, and on the other Black Methodists who were pro-war.
137

 

There was another reason that the EC did not split.  The ―High-Church‖ 

movement‘s emphasis on primitivism and catholicity, however expedient these emphases 

may have become, added weight to the politically passive stance of the American BCP.  

Philadelphia native John Henry Hobart (1775-1830) studied theology and was ordained 

under Presiding Bishop White before being called to the Diocese of New York, where he 

ultimately became Diocesan Bishop.
138

  Following the Revolution, the EC remained 

under suspicion of ―Romish‖ (resembling Roman Catholicism, in the eye of the beholder) 

desire for political power, and in reaction, many Episcopalians shunned politics and even 

voting.  Consistent with this trend, but for different reasons, the high church movement, 

with Hobart as the leading American proponent, stressed a radical separation of church 
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and state concerns.  Thus, even during the War of 1812, Hobart‘s General Convention 

address lauded the primitivist detachment of the church from civil politics, warning that 

ties to the state led to impurity of the church.
139

 This led to frustrations from some more 

politically engaged Episcopalians and other evangelical Protestants, one of whom wrote 

that ―If men will but frame iniquity by a law and cry ‗politics!‘ the Episcopal Church will 

bear no testimony against that iniquity.‖
140

  

It was in keeping with this primitivism then, that Presiding Bishop Hopkins 

opposed liberal causes like abolition and temperance. There was no precedent in the 

scriptures or the early church for such blanket prohibitions, wrote Hopkins, and the high 

churchmen protested ―especially against that morality, which the infidel set up by itself, 

without any reference to Christ…‖
141

 Frequently, high churchmen like Hopkins and 

George Templeton Strong (1820-1875) would call slavery a ―national‖ sin or evil while 

upholding the silence of the primitive church and scripture with statements like Strong‘s 

that, ―were there such moral guilt in slaveholding as its opponents insist upon‖ the early 

church would have clearly opposed it.
142

 

The apolitical doctrine began to crumble before the Civil War however.  George 

Washington Doane (1799-1859) a disciple of Hobart, demonstrated the shift in high 

church leadership when he founded Burlington College (New Jersey) in 1846 partly as ―a 

nursery for Young Americans‖ and emphasized the need for honoring ―secular festivals‖ 

like July 4
th

 and Washington‘s Birthday.
143

  Hobart had rejected any ―secular‖ use of 

church buildings and pulpits.
144

 Like Doane, Strong also ended up rejecting the Hobartian 

separatist church.  After the attack on Fort Sumter, Strong, who was a vestryman at Holy 

Trinity, New York, flew an American flag from the church‘s gothic tower.
145

  Thus 
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Hopkins was situated as Presiding Bishop just long enough to maintain a trend that had 

essentially run its course, so that the Episcopal Church survived schism during the war.
146

 

From then on, the church would emphasize its role in society.   

Ministry to African Americans 

Unlike the nation, the EC seems to have reunited easily after the war.  The post-

war controversies between Evangelicals and Tractarians turned out to be greater threats to 

church unity than the Civil War had been.  The 1865 General Convention in Philadelphia 

followed Hopkins lead, overlooked some violations of canon law and concerned itself 

with celebrating the reunion of northern and southern Episcopalians.
147

 Due to the EC‘s 

association with slavery in the south, lack of advocacy for abolition in the north, and 

general support for slavery at the highest levels there was a mass exodus of southern 

blacks from the Episcopal Church, largely to churches where there were Black preachers 

and ministers.
148

 The convention therefore established the Protestant Episcopal 

Freedman‘s Commission (PEFC) to win back disaffected Blacks in the south.  To its 

credit, the EC wanted African Americans within the church, but in clearly subordinate 

status.  The PEFC was to act under the diocesan bishops and be executed by a White 

priest.  Early statements of the PEFC attempted to minimize the Church‘s role in 

antebellum oppression.
149

 In 1867, The Bishop Potter Memorial House was founded in 

Philadelphia to train women for social and missionary work in urban and western 

parishes, leaving the south to the PEFC.
150

   

If the PEFC was in charge of southern ministry to Blacks and The Bishop Potter 

House trained women for northern and western missionary work, the church‘s social 

work among African Americans in Philadelphia itself was done in significant degree by 
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Henry Laird Phillips (1847-1947).  The perception that Black Episcopalians have always 

had strong and active representation in Philadelphia reflects the work of Phillips as much 

as it does the history of AECST.
 151

  In 1847, the year Philips was born, the Episcopal 

Church in Philadelphia started the Bedford Street Mission, which eventually became the 

Church of the Crucifixion, another predominantly African American Episcopal Church.  

According to Emily Lapansky, George Bringhurst, the White rector, strove actively to 

have an integrated parish and succeeded, even through the Civil War years.
152

 However, 

Scharf and Westcott‘s History of Philadelphia: 1609-1884, reports that while the Bedford 

Mission was established to serve the poor, and ―especially coloreds,‖ Bringhurst‘s 

congregation was mostly White and they followed him to All Saints when he became 

rector there.
153

 This could explain the depleted congregation when Phillips took up the 

work there after the Civil War.   

Phillips, a Jamaican Moravian, traveled to Philadelphia in 1870 in response to a 

pamphlet calling applicants for foreign missions to be received and trained at The 

Mission House of the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States (f. 1866).
154

 

Phillips entered Philadelphia Divinity School in 1872 and was ordained to the priesthood 

in 1876, at the height of the St. Clement‘s controversy.
155

 At the time, AECST and 

Crucifixion were the only Black Episcopal churches in Philadelphia; and each had less 

than 100 congregants.  Phillips was reluctantly sent by Bishop Stevens (1815-1887) to 

AECST and he resigned after sixteen months.
156

  He accepted a call to the Church of the 

Crucifixion in 1877.  The church had no money and owed its previous rector wages, but 

Phillips must have seen possibilities there that surpassed what he observed at AECST, 

which he described as ―aristocratic.‖
157
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The question of African American separation from or segregation in the Protestant 

Episcopal Church had arisen frequently and taken various forms in the 1800s.  In July 

1883, Mississippi‘s Bishop William Mercer Green hosted ―The Conference on the 

Relation of the Church to Colored People of the South‖ at Sewanee University in 

Tennessee, stating that ―this subject seems to be awakening serious attention of both the 

patriot and the Christian, north as well as south.‖
158

 No northern Bishops attended, but 

Bishop Stevens of Pennsylvania sent the Rev. James Saul (? – 1887), rector of St. 

Bartholomew‘s and a prominent member of the Pennsylvania ACS, who later left a 

quarter of his estate to the Foreign and Missionary Society of the EC.
159

 The resulting 

canon of the conference stated that Diocesan Bishops could organize persons of color in 

their diocese into Missionary Organizations under their supervision, to be led by White or 

Black laymen or presbyters who would be eligible for elevation to Archdeacon.  Some 

northern bishops were unsure about a racially focused ministry because it appeared to be 

a form of segregation, but some believed it could lift Black Episcopalians‘ morale.
160

 An 

ancient looking piece of marginalia on the copy of this document in the archives of the 

Diocese of Pennsylvania states, ―Blacks must remain in Pharoah‘s House but not of  

it.‖
161

 This seems to reflect the sense of intra-church separation experienced by African 

Americans of this era.  

Many attempts at empowerment by African Americans also tried to utilize 

segregation. George Freeman Bragg, rector of St. James Baltimore (and future influential 

historian) became the leading Black clergyman after Alexander Crummel‘s death in 1898 

and raised the influence of The Conference on Church Workers Among Colored People 

(CCWAP, founded by Crummell in 1882).
162

 Echoing the decision of the 1883 
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Conference at Sewanee, Bragg had asked for independent Black missionary jurisdictions 

to be created but supervised by Black clergy.  This removal from White oversight was 

favorable to blacks, but without equal status, which was favorable to White racists and 

segregationists such as Arkansas Bishop William Montgomery Brown (1855-1937).
163

  

Brown supported this idea and even encouraged blacks to start their own Episcopal 

denomination, but these attempts were defeated several times over on issues of church 

governance and theology that indicated (at least) underlying control issues.
164

 The 

CCWAP effort in 1906 to have a Black priest appointed to the church‘s national staff 

under the Presidency of Henry Laird Phillips was also ignored.
165

  Instead of separate 

districts, the ―middle way‖ decision of the General Convention of 1907 (Richmond, VA) 

was a vote to appoint Black suffragan (assistant) bishops instead.
166

 The suffragan 

program was limited and received ambivalent acceptance from many African American 

Episcopalians.
167

   

George Alexander McGuire, rector of the AECST until 1905 had stated, ―we who 

are now in the Church love our Mother, and dare not become schismatics.‖
168

 However, 

he was enlisted by Brown to be his archdeacon for colored work before becoming 

Chaplain of Marcus Garvey‘s UNIA and going on to form the separatist African 

Orthodox Church in 1921.
169

  Harold T. Lewis writes that Black Episcopalians have 

remained in the EC despite the aforementioned setbacks to recapture the intrinsic catholic 

nature of the Church and ―out of a sense of entitlement‖ to which point he quotes W.E.B. 

DuBois, who said in 1907, ―I refuse to be read out of the church which is mine by 

inheritance and the service of my fathers…‖
170
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Us and Them: Episcopalian Constructions of Race 

  Discussion of the ―place‖ constructed for African Americans in the EC helps us 

understand how representations of race in the original art of COA and WMC, which I 

will describe shortly, re-enforces those classifications.  This is also the case for various 

immigrant groups.  Concern about how to incorporate these other national ―others‖ was 

also prevalent.  At the 1891 Diocesan Convention in Philadelphia, Bishop Ozi Williams 

Whitaker (1830- 1911), spoke on the importance of the ―Italian Mission.‖ Combining 

state and church concerns, Whitaker stated that: 

The number of Italians in this city is constantly increasing.  The question 

for us to consider is not whether we desire their coming, but what is our 

duty towards them now that they are here.  They have come and they will 

stay… The maintenance of this mission is not only the dictate of religion, 

but of statesmanship.  Its direct tendency is to convert an otherwise 

dangerous element into a source of strength to the State and to the 

Church.
171

  

 

The coinciding church and state interests and fears, and the language of converting an 

―other‖ would soon be reflected in statements about African Americans in the city.   

The Centennial of AECST was celebrated in 1892.  The Bishop of New York 

(and son of PA Bishop Alonzo Potter) and renowned social-justice advocate Henry 

Codman Potter (1835-1908), spoke at AECST for the occasion, stating that:   

I do not think it would have been very strange if the colored race, after it 

had been freed, should have refused to follow the white people‘s God.  It 

shows a higher order of intelligence and acute discernment in the African 

race to have distinguished the good from the evil, in a religion that taught 

that all men are brothers and practiced the opposite.
172

  

In EC publications and pronouncements of this era, one can see the variety of ways that 

―race‖ was used with reference to religious, national or cultural identity, sometimes 

fusing two or more senses of the term and other times separating them.   
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Eric Foner writes that at the turn of the century, ―the language of ‗race‘… had 

assumed a central place in American discourse.‖
173

 This discourse allowed White 

Americans to define their own racial identity as much as that of others.  In 1892 for 

instance, the EC House of Bishops wrote with the assumption of racial uniformity on a 

national or ecclesial level when they criticized U.S. state legislation that made divorce 

easier, declaring that: ―Indeed, she [the Church] must consider it not only an outrage 

upon the Christian consciousness, but upon the inherited race-consciousness of our 

people.‖
174

 

Central to this racial discourse was the re-assertion of ―Anglo-Saxon‖ superiority, 

expressed through the foreign policy, fear of national dissolution through immigration, 

and ongoing bewilderment about the place of blacks in the national polity.
175

  

Enthusiastic adherence to Anglo-Saxon superiority was pervasive even among social 

justice churchmen who tried to maintain the ―brotherhood of humanity‖ as well.
176

  In 

another centennial address, Bishop H. Potter of New York had in 1889 praised George 

Washington at an elite celebration of Washington‘s inauguration (attended by President 

Benjamin Harrison (1833-1901)). In odd contrast to his previous praise of what he 

regarded as African racial attributes he said that ―[Washington] incarnated in his own 

person and character every best trait and attribute that have made the Anglo-Saxon name 

a glory to its children and a terror to its enemies throughout the world.‖
177

  

The Paradox of War 

This ―terror‖ is a reminder that inasmuch as Episcopalians were primary 

proponents of the virtues of Anglo-Saxon identity and continued to play a 

disproportionate role in national leadership, Episcopalians have also played a 
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disproportionate role in the violence perpetrated in and by the United States, even when 

EC leadership has issued statements against violence or war.
178

  At the 1892 General 

Convention, the Church issued a fairly unequivocally anti-war and even anti-

preparedness statement in a memorial to the governments of various ―civilized nations‖ 

to settle their differences through peaceful means.  

…Christian nations facing each other with heavy armaments, ready [to] 

settle their differences by bloodshed or conquest, is, to say the least, a blot 

upon the fair name of Christians. We cannot contemplate without the 

deepest sorrow the horrors of war…the reckless sacrifice of human life 

that should be held sacred, the bitter distress…. in many households, the 

destruction of…property, the hindering of education and religion, and the 

general demoralizing of the people. Moreover, the maintaining of a heavy 

war force… withdraws multitudes from their homes and the useful 

pursuits of peace and imposes a heavy tax upon the people… and further 

let it be borne in mind that wars do not settle causes of disputes between 

nations on the principle of right and justice, but upon the barbaric 

principle of the triumph of the strongest.
179

 

 

Despite the call for peace, the Anglo-Saxon terror that Potter spoke of was soon to 

follow.  At the 1898 General Convention, in the midst of the Spanish-American war, the 

Convention had pronounced war ―un-Christian‖ and changed the name of its War Cross 

to the ―Cross of Peace.‖
180

 However, the church said little else about the war and later 

ignored the United States‘ invasions of Nicaragua (1912), Mexico (1913), Haiti (1915) 

and the Dominican Republic (1916).
181

  

Episcopal Influence and Patriotism 

Episcopalian influence was approaching its height and ecclesial goals and the 

goals of White nation-states (especially the U.S.) are largely indistinguishable in the 

church‘s discourse; both locally and nationally.  In Philadelphia, Bishop Whitaker 

addressed the Diocesan Convention in 1892 to encourage donations to Christ Church, 
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emphasizing the national significance of the church and stating that ―Every consideration 

of patriotism, as well as of piety, of reverence for the past… as well as of obligation to all 

for whom the master died commends the raising of this endowment.‖
182

     

The Brotherhood of St. Andrew (all-male Episcopalian evangelistic society, BSA 

hereafter) was founded in Chicago in 1883 to reverse a perceived imbalance in church 

attendance and participation favoring women.
183

 It developed a prominent place in the 

EC and was incorporated by an Act of Congress signed by Teddy Roosevelt in 1908.
184

  

This Act imperially states that "the sole object of said corporation shall be the spread of 

Christ's Kingdom among men." The spread of Christ‘s Kingdom was nearly synonymous 

with colonialization.  In May 1913, The Advocate published an address by British 

Ambassador to the U.S., James Bryce, who juxtaposed the worldwide dominance of ―the 

European races‖ with the declining ―beliefs and traditions‖ of the ―non-Christian races‖ 

and their attendant civilization and morality ―such as it was.‖
185

 Writing of the latter, 

Bryce states that: ―This [foundation of beliefs and traditions] we are destroying.  This 

must perish under the shock and impact of the stronger civilization which we have 

brought with us.‖
186

  He implores his audience to give the ―non-Christian races,‖ 

―something new and better,‖ namely Christ, in exchange for what has been destroyed.
187

 

In a more clearly ―church and state‖ fashion, Massachusetts‘ Bishop William 

Lawrence (1850-1941) declared to the October 1913 General Convention that:  

In a country where English traditions, laws and stock are deeply 

embedded, we are children of the Church in which the English people 

were nurtured and from which they came. We therefore inherit those 

traditions which are incorporated into the traditions of this country: among 

them the spirit of nationalism and untrammeled patriotism. We owe no 

allegiance to foreign potentate, only to God and our country. Wherever the 

flag goes, there goes the responsibility of this Church: no foot of land 
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claimed by the United States that has not some officer of this Church 

responsible…, for the welfare of its people.
188

 

 

A call for social justice by the House of Bishops at the same event offered a kind 

of domestic paternalism corresponding to the international paternalism of Bryce and 

Lawrence.
189

 The Bishops declared (among other things) that Jesus had always sided with 

the disadvantaged and that the church ―stands for the ideal of social justice, and [it] 

demands the achievement of a social order in which there shall be a more equitable 

distribution of wealth.‖
190

 The Pastoral Letter stated that ―Whenever in the working out 

of economic or political theory moral issues are directly involved, the Church has a duty 

to see that the requirements of righteousness are faced and fairly met.‖
191

 However, these 

men did not generally view the Social Gospel, the ―brotherhood of humanity‖ or the call 

for social justice as inconsistent with their sense that the English ―race‖ and culture and 

the United States had singular self-interest and were superior to all other races, cultures 

and nations.  

 Therefore, with America‘s entrance to the war in Europe looming in 1916, the call 

to social justice took on a civil religious tone.  When Ohio‘s Bishop Coadjutor Theo 

Irving Reese addressed the Clerical Brotherhood of the Diocese of Pennsylvania on ―The 

Response to the Call for Social Justice,‖ he emphasized ―the use of the principle and 

power of Patriotism‖ stating that ―the cause of social justice should be to all loyal citizens 

the cause of the country.‖
192

 He went on to say that ―the flag should be placed in the 

churches as a symbol that there can be no Democracy without Religion.‖
193
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 In October of the same year, the Bishop Rhinelander‘s letter to encourage an 

Episcopal Chaplain serving at Fort Niagara, N.Y. was published.  Despite the fact the 

U.S. had not yet entered the war, Rhinelander described the war as: 

a genuine crusade, under the banner of the cross, which, please God, shall lead 

to the permanent triumph of all that the Cross stands for.  The men in the 

service, whether or not they full realize it now, are following to the letter their 

baptismal obligations – to be Christ‘s faithful soldier and servant until their 

life‘s end.
194

 

 

Rhinelander went on to tout the purity of American motives and to state regarding 

America‘s enemies that ―She does not seek their injury, but their conversion.‖
195

 

 COA and WMC were founded, built and established in this era of patriotism and 

―muscular Christianity‖ (1880-1920) when powerful Episcopalian laymen were driving 

foreign and economic policy and church and state interests were represented in a unified 

fashion.
196

  Therefore, we should expect to see these dynamics in the visual culture of the 

churches.  The conflation of racial, national and ecclesial interests and the prima facie 

assumption of superiority had a correlate in church architecture.  By the turn of the 

century the arguments of the Oxford Movement, the high-church Ecclesiological Society, 

John Ruskin and Bishop Hopkins (all Anglican/Episcopalian), were the aesthetic tastes of 

most White Americans.
197

  Gothic architecture was Christian architecture, which was 

wholly consonant with national identity.  In 1893, the Washington National Cathedral of 

the EC (Officially, the Cathedral of Saints Peter and Paul) was established on St. Alban‘s 

hill, having been granted charter by Congress.
198

 However, the more ambitious building 

project of COA in Philadelphia quickly surpassed it.Early Church of the Advocate  

In the George W. South Memorial Church of the Advocate (COA) in North 

Philadelphia, designed by architect Charles Burns, and completed in 1897, the ―aesthetic 
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faculty‖ was applied dramatically.  COA is described by Roger Moss in Historic Sacred 

Places of Philadelphia as ―nothing less than a quadripartite, stone-vaulted French 

medieval Gothic church dropped into a North Philadelphia neighborhood that is now 

physically and economically devastated."
199

  A National Historic Landmark since 1996, it 

was built as a memorial to George W. South (1799-1884), a prominent Philadelphia 

businessman (see Fig. 1).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                      

(Fig. 1) COA from SW Corner of Broad and Diamond. (photo M. Hunter) 

 

The church opened on October 11, 1897 and was admitted to the Pennsylvania 

Convention of the Protestant Episcopal Church, fully completed and debt-free in 1900.
200

 

It was built to serve as a mission church (the congregation was established in 1886 as the 

Diamond Street Mission) to the White working class population of North Philadelphia.    

Though it is now famous for Black-activism, Whitaker‘s address above indicates 

that at the time of COA‘s founding, African Americans may not have been the ―other‖ of 
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greatest concern for the primarily White EC in Pennsylvania.  This soon changed to the 

extent that in 1896 Susan P. Wharton invited W.E.B. DuBois‘ (1868-1963) to come to the 

University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia to study ―the Philadelphia Negro‖ after 

receiving his PhD. at Harvard.
201

  Early waves of southern blacks moving north in the 

―Great Migration‖ (c. 1890-1960) between 1890 and 1910 more than doubled the Black 

population of Philadelphia from 39,371 to 84,459, but the change in North Philadelphia 

trailed slightly.
202

   

Early COA 

Very little has been written about the early history of the church, but Diocesan 

records are plentiful.  The documents related to its status as a National Historic Landmark 

summarize the story of its building and founding and are full of superlatives including the 

remark that the donation for its building, by the heirs of George South‘s estate, was ―the 

greatest single act of religious philanthropy in the history of Philadelphia.‖
203

 Richard Y. 

Cook (1845-1917), who had been appointed by South to manage his estate, became the 

head of the building committee.
204

  

  Cook selected the renowned architect Charles M. Burns, Jr. (1838-1922), who 

had designed several other Episcopal churches in the Diocese of Pennsylvania and 

elsewhere.
205

  Like Herbert Burk at WMC, Cook had designs for a cathedral, and so had 

COA built with a mortuary for the burial of bishops.
206

 Though officially unsuccessful in 

getting COA named the Diocesan cathedral, it was the site of ordination for six Bishops 

of Pennsylvania from 1911-1974.
207

  The COA complex was also built with a chapel and 

parish house on the northeast and northwest corners of the lot, respectively, and a rectory 

to the north of the chapel.
208
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The Philadelphia firm, J. Franklin Whitman & Co., executed Burn‘s design 

following the progressive approach of English artist and social critic John Ruskin (1819-

1900).  Designing a church for the industrial working class, the Ruskin approach seems 

appropriate in that it subverts the alienation of labor by insisting on the full participation 

of workmen in design, as opposed to commissioning factory copy-work of an artist‘s 

designs.
209

 The original stained glass, by the London firm, Clayton & Bell, includes 58 

windows that ring the church and was completed with the rest of the building in 1897.
210

 

Due to a rift between the moderate Cook and the ecclesiologically and architecturally 

uncompromising Burns, Cook dismissed Burns in April 1897 (months prior to the 

churches completion) for fear that his rigidity would delay opening.
211

 Cook‘s impatience 

with dogmatism is also reflected in his recruitment of William Wallace Silvester (1833-

1901), the church‘s first rector, for his middle-of-the-road ecclesiological affinities 

(―neither low nor Ritualistic‖).
212

  

There is some dispute about whether COA has always demonstrated the noblesse 

oblige ideals of the EC.  Church records indicate that COA was a mission church and that 

expanding the Episcopal Church into a working class neighborhood with ―the most lavish 

and architecturally sophisticated church in Philadelphia‖ was a bold move, tested 

financially from its founding to this day.
213

 Because the deed prohibited pew rentals, the 

Philadelphia Bulletin reported prior to its opening that ―South Memorial Church of the 

Advocate will always be essentially a church of the people where the poor will feel free 

to worship beside the rich…‖
214

  However, the first African American rector, Paul 

Washington (1921-2002) believed that the church was built for the families of rich White 

industrialists, who had originally developed the area, and the 1997 Diocesan history 



80 

states that ―the original congregation reflected the demographics of the N. Philadelphia 

neighborhood: white upper-class Episcopalians residing in large brownstone houses.‖
215

  

The church newsletter, The Advocate, shows a well-developed parish structure 

(though not yet admitted to the diocese) as early as May 1896.  COA had a men and boys 

choir, and advisory committee, Sunday School staff and a Guild with six chapters.
216

 The 

newsletters from 1896 reveal examples of ardent patriotism as well as racial and social 

awareness that seem consistent with the EC and the Diocese of Pennsylvania.  The COA 

chapter of the Brotherhood of St. Andrew suggested developing prison and hospital 

ministry in September of 1896 and was the first chapter in the Diocese to suggest this 

kind of social outreach.  The same newsletter contains ―A Prayer for the Country‖ that 

had been developed by the Diocese of New York.
 217

  The November newsletter of the 

same year contains a short anecdote that seems intended to deliver some wry humor to 

the readership.  Like anecdotes in other editions of the Advocate, it features a southern 

Black as the object of amusement and contains an attempt to write in the perceived style 

of southern Black speech.
218

 

The Advocate contains a great deal of material that represents COA as a typical 

upper-class Episcopal congregation, including lectures on Shakespeare, a literature class 

and reports on the health of Cornelius Vanderbilt.  The question of the church‘s mission 

is complicated rather than answered by a great deal of material contained in its 

newsletter, The Advocate.  In 1900, the COA newsletter contains a tribute to George 

Washington that was delivered by Silvester on December 14, 1899 for the centenary of 

Washington‘s death.  Demonstrating the pervasive esteem for Washington throughout the 

Diocese, Silvester describes him as ―the nation‘s, nay, as the world‘s, exalted instance of 
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patriotism and as the continued idol, through all the phases of our history and 

government, of a general and a President… Of none other, save One, could it be said in 

the same degree, that he, being dead yet speaketh.‖
219

 However, the address is also used 

as an opportunity to discuss the Spanish-American War with a great deal of ambivalence 

and recognition that Washington‘s legacy may be marshaled to support or oppose the 

war, before ultimately assuming a posture of resigned support for the wisdom of national 

leadership and the war‘s outcomes.
220

  

 In the same issue as the Washington address, an unsigned essay called ―The 

Color Line,‖ asks whether the emancipation of African Americans ―is at all complete.‖
221

 

The essay sympathetically mourns the state of blacks in the U.S., mentioning Jim Crow 

and lynchings in the south while blaming ―the problem‖ in the North on the 

―[deprivation] of equal opportunity from employment.‖ The author then praises DuBois‘ 

recently released The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study, and details the growth of the 

African American population of Philadelphia before alluding to an increase in northern 

White racism and noting that even the privileged employment position of Whites still 

results in ―a large percentage of failures.‖
222

  

In May 1903, now under the leadership of Henry Martyn Medary, The Advocate 

reported that COA‘s Missionary Chapter sent benevolence packages to ―a domestic 

missionary, one to an Indian in South Dakota and one to a colored clergyman working 

under the Freedman‘s Commission.‖
223

 The May newsletter reported that COA would be 

hosting services for several hundred uniformed members of The Masonic Order of the 

Knights Templar on May 21
st
 and The State Fencibles Battalion of the National Guard of 
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Pennsylvania on May 24
th

.   The latter would also appear in uniform, carrying their flags 

and hear a sermon ―appropriate to the occasion.‖
224

  

The ambiguity of progressive ideals in the ministry and discourse of the church is 

also in the imagery.   COA‘s newsletter constantly references the physical structure and 

visual culture of the church.  There are descriptive essays on nearly every aspect of the 

building.  There are excerpts from classic texts and quotes from churchmen on the nature 

of church buildings and Gothic architecture in particular.  The March 1900 issue of The 

Advocate contains a partial description of the figures in the ―Rose Window‖ with some 

biographical details.  The essay promises more of the same in future issues.
225

  In 1903, 

six years after the structure‘s completion, the Advocate contains an essay explaining the 

carvings of saints and church leaders on the pulpit.
226

  Twenty years later, under the 

rectorship of John Howard Lever, an essay by ―MML‖ called ―Our Church II: Interior 

Vistas‖ waxed eloquent about the architecture and lighting of COA, which in the author‘s 

opinion set COA apart from the grim interiors of other Gothic churches.
227

  Additional 

high-quality publications about the history and physical structure appear as early as 1897, 

with later editions.
228

   

The Original Racial Art at Church of the Advocate  

The aforementioned essay on the pulpit figures described Augustine of 

Canterbury, the first Bishop of Canterbury.  The appropriateness of Augustine for an 

Episcopal church seems obvious.  However, Augustine‘s description is dominated by a 

racialized story about Gregory the 1
st
, who sent Augustine to England.  The text explains 

to COA‘s readers that when Gregory saw ―some captives of fair skin and light, golden 

hair‖ at a Roman slave market and found that they were ―Angles,‖ he replied that ―It is 
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well, for they have an angelic face besides.‖
229

 The truth of this story is beside the point.  

A story about Gregory‘s compassion for Anglo slaves, evoked by their ―angelic‖ physical 

beauty (ie. fair skinned, blond) serves to reaffirm the superiority of White racial 

phenotypes. 

The windows, with their descriptions, also contain other interesting racial 

representations.  Several windows feature Christ, angels, the apostles and other saints, 

and one the kings of Israel.  A traditional ―Jesse window‖ featuring a genealogy of Jesus 

depicts a clearly Caucasian family tree.
230

  The rose window contains an image of St. 

Maurice as a White man.
231

  This is not unheard of, but even in Europe, most 

representations of St. Maurice (an Egyptian Roman soldier martyred along with his 

cohort for renouncing violence) dating as far back as 1240 depict him with darker skin 

and ―African features.‖
232

 Two windows feature persons of color—though the first is 

vague and was not evident to me until I read the 1896 description of it from The 

Advocate.  In one of several descriptive essays on the windows that were published in the 

newsletter from 1896 to 1900, this is perhaps the earliest.  It describes the window of St. 

Matthew, in the left transept, stating that ―He is a man of dark skin, representative of his 

residence in Ethiopia, the scene of his religious labors.‖
233

  Then, describing a companion 

window, the author writes that ―The artist represents St. Mark as of the Caucasian 

race…tradition has it that he spent his life in Babylon and in founding the church in 

Alexandria, Egypt, where he was first Bishop.‖
234

 This description of Mark as racially 

Caucasian and Matthew as visually ―dark‖ is baffling.  Nowhere else does it seem 

necessary to describe a subject as Caucasian.  It seems self-evident.  While both men 

ministered outside of ―Caucasia‖ and most notably in Africa, only the ―representation‖ of 
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Matthew, and only then Matthew‘s skin, is affected by this.  The decision to represent 

Matthew in this fashion is then either self-consciously inclusive (while the commentary 

seems uncomfortable), or exclusive to the extent that racial status is arbitrarily assigned 

only to Mark, perhaps because of his proximity to Matthew.  This classification is 

especially baffling because the single origin, climate determinative racial theories of 

Samuel Stanhope Smith and George Buffon and others were nearly one hundred years 

old and had been significantly supplanted by the multiple origin anthropological theories 

for decades.
235

 

The second is the Ethiopian eunuch of Acts 8, in a submissive posture, being 

baptized by an exceedingly pale St. Philip, who towers over him (see Fig. 2). This is one 

of several baptism-themed windows in the baptistery, located in the southwest corner of 

the church.  A simple explanation for the presence of this image might be that there are 

only a handful of clear baptismal stories in the New Testament and this is one.  However, 

the hieratic scale of the representation and what castration meant for African Americans 

in 1897 and later years is worth considering.  In Orlando Patterson‘s discussion of 

lynching in Rituals of Blood: Consequences of Slavery in Two American Centuries, he 

notes that the castration of many of the 5,000 (minimum) African American victims from 

1865-1968 indicates a need among Euro-American oppressors to deny and destroy 

African American manhood and independence.
236
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(Fig. 2) Baptismal Window: Philip Baptizes Ethiopian Eunuch (photo M. Hunter). 

 

 

Given the awareness demonstrated by the Advocate, it may be somewhat 

surprising that this increasing Black population was not mentioned in the records of the 

annual Diocesan Conventions between 1895 and the 1905, or invited to participate at the 

church.
237

 This period was one in which the relationship between Black Episcopalians 

and the church they allegedly belonged to was being vigorously debated.  At the 1905 

Convention, Bishop Coadjutor Mackay-Smith addressed the audience announcing a ―new 

Colored Mission‖ operating out of a hall near Broad and Diamond Streets, where 

Mackay-Smith noted a ―colored population of some two or three thousand.‖
238

 The 

decision to establish a mission to African Americans roughly four blocks from COA 

indicates the extreme reticence to integrate in the EC.  The fact that the mission‘s work 
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was carried on by one priest and a deaconess, the former split between the new mission 

and the ―colored work in Germantown‖ indicates the priority of resources.
239

  Mackay-

Smith‘s address expresses fear.  In language similar to Whitaker‘s discussion of 

Philadelphia‘s Italians from years earlier, he declared that  

The colored population of the city is growing at such a rate that it 

overmatches in size the white population of all but two or three cities in 

the whole state, and while there is included in it as many respectable and 

intelligent colored families as in any other part of the country, it yet 

contains, in full measure, its share of dangerous elements… Christians, as 

a rule seem to be ignorant of [this] fact… the problem becomes every day 

a more urgent one.
240

 

 

However, Mackay-Smith urged response from a theological as well as civic perspective.  

He called the presence of African Americans a ―voice at our very doors‖ and implored 

the assembly with ecclesiastic self-interest by saying ―we cannot expect the Diocese to 

flourish and be blessed of God unless we answer its call more energetically than we have 

in the past.‖
241

 Letting them in the doors was apparently another matter.     

  While I will eventually describe COA as an utopian space, it is fair to say that 

the original building, artistic program and church practices of COA were every bit as 

―locative‖ in their elevation of White virtue as we will observe at WMC.  Despite 

progressive approaches to its mission and workmanship, the abandonment of pew rentals, 

and early willingness to openly discuss the conditions of African Americans in 

Philadelphia, COA was designed as a rigorously orthodox Gothic building and the 

original imagery represented and reinforced a segregated, Anglo-dominant, Christian 

communion consistent with the American racial status quo, rather than the EC‘s efforts to 

establish ethnically diverse ministry.  If COA demonstrates these themes, Washington 

Memorial Chapel in Valley Forge made them its essence. 



87 

Washington Memorial Chapel 

In 1777, in retreat from his defeat at Germantown and the British occupation of 

Philadelphia, Washington made Valley Forge his winter encampment.
242

  After a 

relatively brutal winter and early spring, the Continental Army regrouped and trained 

until the British withdrew from Philadelphia on June 18
th

.  On June 19
th

, 1778 

(Evacuation Day) the Continental Army marched out of Valley Forge in pursuit of the 

British Army.
243

  Once a barely used picnic ground, James Mayo calls Valley Forge, in 

Philadelphia‘s upscale suburbs ―more of a shrine than a national park.‖
244

 Memorials and 

monuments are now prominent and pervasive across the gently sloping hills and 

meadows of Valley Forge National Park.  One of the most strikingly beautiful, whether 

entered or simply seen from across an open field, is The Washington Memorial Chapel 

(WMC); a sacred space within a sacred space, or, as Belden Lane writes, ―a civil 

pantheon built on hallowed soil.‖
245

   

The story of WMC that begins in 1903 is now long and fascinating, full of strife 

and political wrangling, setbacks and great leaps forward in development.  The Chapel 

was begun with intensely patriotic aspiration in 1903, by a local Episcopal priest, Rev. 

Dr. W. Herbert Burk (1867-1933).  The primal story, as told by Burk and reiterated to me 

by representatives of the Chapel, is that Burk, rector of All Saints‘ Episcopal Church in 

Norristown was leading a group of his choir boys on a hike in Valley Forge in 1897, the 

same year COA was completed.
246

  He wanted to give an inspiring speech about the 

history of the place and found that he knew very little about it himself.  He began to 

research Valley Forge and George Washington as a churchman and on February 22, 

1903, Washington‘s Birthday, he delivered the sermon that is for WMC its founding 
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mandate, entitled ―Washington the Churchman.‖
247

 Burk‘s rhetorical Washington was a 

direct counter-thrust to secularized versions of the man that emerged in print just prior to 

the Reverend‘s famous walk-in-the-park.  In 1896, Paul Leicester Ford‘s The True 

Washington, pointedly demythologized Washington‘s piety while Woodrow Wilson‘s 

biography of Washington merely ignored the subject.
248

  Burk was aware of the 

―accusations of the modern self-appointed iconoclasts, who would discount the religion 

of him who we honor.‖
249

 According to Burk, Washington was a rustic man of God, the 

church and the people, most notably his soldiers, with subtle comparative allusions to 

Moses, Joshua and Jesus.  Most of this sermon is an exposition of Washington‘s religious 

virtues, and some of it is rather suspect in light of more current revisionist
250

 scholarship 

(cited above), but for WMC, one brief visionary line is most important and can be quoted 

by many in leadership at the Chapel.  The text reads:  

Would that there [Valley Forge] we might rear the wayside chapel, fit 

memorial of the Church‘s most honored son, to be the Nation‘s Bethel for 

all days to come, where the American patriot might kneel in quest of that 

courage and that strength to make all honorable his citizenship here below, 

and prove his claim to that above!
251

 

 

While a ―wayside chapel‖ sounds quaint, Burk‘s vision was grand, far-reaching and 

ambitious.  Bethel is a reference to the biblical location of the patriarch Jacob‘s visionary 

meeting with God in Genesis 28, where a ladder appears to connect heaven and earth.  

Jacob names the site of this meeting ―house of god,‖ or Beth El.  Burk‘s intention fits 

perfectly into the theoretical categories of sacred space developed by Mircea Eliade.  This 

wayside chapel, situated appropriately at the locus of Washington‘s priestly intercession 

and God‘s subsequent intervention, would establish what Mircea Eliade might call an 

―axis mundi‖ for American patriots to re-make this connection between heaven and earth, 
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thus reenacting Washington‘s mythic hierophany.
252

 He stated Burk‘s intent to create 

such a place for the ―nation‖ indicates the degree to which his vision transcended the 

particularities of the EC. 

In May of the same year as his sermon, Burk began holding services in a meeting 

hall provided by the Patriotic Order Sons of America.  He shortly acquired land, just 

outside the bounds of the State Park and on June 19, 1903, the 125
th

 anniversary of the 

Valley Forge Evacuation, Bishop Whitaker presided over the laying of the cornerstone, a 

ceremony following the Episcopal liturgy for such an event, attended by over 5,000 

people including the new Pennsylvania Governor Samuel Pennypacker.
253

 While building 

commenced, Burk held services in a chapel constructed from salvaged barn boards, until 

the walls reached a height where a temporary roof could be furnished and the money ran 

out.  A letter from Burk to fellow Episcopalians, written January 11, 1905, solicited 

birthday presents to George Washington that would help finish the chapel.
254

  On 

February 24, 1905, Washington‘s Birthday, Burk held the first services in the evolving 

chapel.
255

 

Burk had rejected any plans for Georgian architecture as an affront to the memory 

of the Valley Forge patriots who had been opposing ―a Georgian king.‖
256

  The building 

was designed in English ―Perpendicular Gothic‖ style by local architect, Milton B. 

Medary Jr., a relative of COA‘s rector, Henry Martyn Medary.
257

  This style, featuring 

more severely vertical walls and square divisions supplanted the Flowing Decorated style 

of Gothic in 14
th

 century England, but was relatively unheard of outside England.
258

  As 

Wilbur Zelinsky writes in his Nation Into State, ―it is clear that nationalism has been one 

of the more influential factors in shaping building styles from the earliest years of 
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independence until now.‖
259

 Even the architectural style of WMC was intended to honor 

the patriots, whether or not any visitor would know the difference. 

Burk‘s original plans involved a complex of structures attached to the chapel but 

they grew to include at least eight other buildings, including a national museum 

composed of several buildings and a cathedral.
260

 The initial building phase for the chapel 

itself was not completed until 1917, though at least one bay of the ―Cloister of the 

Colonies‖ (an ornate, roofed stone walkway with dedications to each of the original 

thirteen colonies) was erected in 1906, part of ―Patriot‘s Hall‖ was built in 1908 and the 

residential half of ―Defender‘s Gate,‖ was completed in 1911.
261

  The accompanying 

display of imagery that has developed is incredibly dense.  Inside and outside each 

structure as well as in the Chapel proper, are innumerable memorials and intricate 

decorative touches.   

Most, and the most prominent of these memorials, are dedicated to George 

Washington, specifically in his role as military leader.  WMC itself was admitted to the 

Diocese as a parish ―honoring General George Washington‖ in 1911 (italics mine).
262

 In 

1913, the Colonial Dames of American (Chapter II of Philadelphia) dedicated the 

―Commander-in-Chief‘s Door‖ whose inscription gives ―gratitude to God for His 

guidance in the election of George Washington as Commander in Chief of the 

Continental Forces.‖
263

 Paul Shackel writes that, ―in the first half of the twentieth 

century, the United States commemorated great men in order to reinforce the national 

ideology of power and unity based on white Anglo ideals.‖
264

  Therefore, an early 

expansion of the gender referents of the visual culture is remarkable.  The archetypal 

statue Sacrifice and Devotion by Bela Pratt, was donated by a widowed parishioner in 
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1912 in memory of his wife and ―To the Mothers of the Nation.‖  The statue, located in 

the ―Cloister of the Colonies,‖ depicts a mother grieving before an altar with a lamp in 

her hand (Fig. 3). 

Other memorials commemorate other White male heroes of the Revolutionary 

cause, particularly foreign generals like Rochambeau, Pulaski and LaFayette, the latter of 

which became an American hero in part because of his close personal relationship with 

Washington himself.
265

  A few are dedicated to named and unnamed patriots, be they 

soldiers, doctors or financial contributors and hundreds of brass plates memorialize 

veterans by name from other American wars.  The Chapel is perpetually open to new 

memorials and potentially interested parties are recruited constantly. 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Fig. 3) ―Sacrifice and Devotion‖ at WMC by Bela Pratt (photo M. Hunter). 
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 Washington Memorial Chapel offers a prime case study for an analysis of the 

political representations of the dominant social order functioning to create a locative 

space through which to incorporate as many Americans as possible into narrative 

allegiance with the space, or what David Morgan calls ―covenanting.‖  George 

Washington himself is crucial to this ongoing task. 

Washingtoniana 

Rev. Burk‘s flurry of George Washington-centered patriotic activity has to be 

understood in the context of other late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 Century patriotic activity in 

general and Washington-mania in particular.  Perhaps the developing interests in 

Victorian aesthetics and the felt need to assert Anglo-Saxon cultural identity to curb the 

unraveling of American unity through immigration projected ―High Church‖ 

Episcopalian aesthetic and ritual tastes into the nation.  In the 1890‘s, we see the growth 

of national patriotic ritual, liturgy, and pageantry that is most powerfully observed in 

Francis Bellamy‘s (1855-1931) popularization of saluting the American flag.
266

 It was 

also during the 1890‘s that the Star Spangled Banner first came into popular and reverent 

usage and the EC began promoting its patriotic heritage in earnest at Christ Church.
267

 

The immediate precedent for Washington-centered patriotic activities goes back 

to April 30, 1889, which marked the centennial of Washington‘s inauguration and his 

new emergence from the shadow of the martyred Lincoln, who had usurped his role as 

the predominant American hero.
268

  Karal Ann Marling described the celebration (at 

which Bishop H. Potter extolled Washington‘s embodiment of Anglo-Saxonism) as 

―Washington‘s transformation from a remote, half-forgotten hero on a pedestal of moral 

rectitude to a kind of antique millionaire in the velvet and lace of fancy dress…‖
269

 She 
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also wrote that people mainly related to and identified with Washington through a 

plethora of Washingtoniana (Washington-related material culture such as antiques and 

relics) from his mother‘s Bible to a silver and pearl inlayed snuff box that were mostly 

domestic goods borrowed from mostly wealthy collectors and displayed in the Centennial 

Loan Exhibition, at the New York Opera House.
270

 Three years later (1892), the rector of 

Christ Church, Charles Ellis Stevens began to re-emphasize its early history through the 

creation of the Christ Church Historical Society, which was open to anyone and promoted 

the history of the church through preserving the material culture and archival records and 

planning its 1895 Bicentennial.
271

 

Clifford Putney notes that during the period of ―muscular Christianity‖ the 

perception that Jesus had been feminized in art resulted in portraits and stained glass 

windows presenting Christ‘s possession of stereotypically masculine attributes (―strong 

and purposive‖).
272

 In similar fashion, while Washington-at-Valley Forge was a theme 

wherever he was honored, including the inaugural centennial, Burk‘s Washington-at-

Valley Forge was in a sense rescuing Washington from the domestic-elite velvet and lace 

trappings of the centennial event.   

Burk was himself an avid collector of material culture (Washingtoniana in 

particular) and two pieces of Burk‘s collection magnify the serious and rustic Valley 

Forge theme of the Chapel.  In a small alcove, directly to the left of the lectern is a 

sculpture of Washington by Franklin Simmons, given to WMC in 1908.
273

  Washington 

sits slightly slumped in his chair, brooding with his sword across his lap. Whether or not 

Washington was a regular church attendee during his life, Rev. Burk made sure that he 

would be in attendance in perpetuity as long as the Washington Memorial Chapel stands.   
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Set in the alcove above the statue is one of Burk‘s most prized pieces, and the one 

perhaps worthy of being called a ―relic.‖ It is Washington‘s original coffin-plate, bearing 

his name, which fell off his coffin when he was re-interred and ended up at an auction 

where Burk purchased it.
274

  It connects Washington-at-Valley-Forge with his mortality, 

perhaps even suggesting that it was his Calvary and sealed tomb, from which he and his 

army arose victorious, defeating death.  It also situates Washington more permanently as 

the noble and somber leader of the Revolution through the hard winter of 1777-78, 

instead of the aloof Federalist leading the country through the pomp of inauguration and 

presidency.   

The Completion of the Chapel 

 Lorett Treese‘s book illustrates that the history of Washington Memorial Chapel 

could be written as a history of fundraising.  This was a project in which Burk seems to 

have been both relentless and incapable.  In 1913 he suffered a ―nervous breakdown‖ and 

the deed to the chapel was entrusted to Suffragan Bishop Thomas Garland and Charles 

Custis Harrison.
275

  Harrison, provost of the University of Pennsylvania, and his wife 

Ellen Waln, a descendent of Robert Morris and founder of the Colonial Dames, raised 

most of the needed funds to complete the building in 1915 and gained deed to the land 

between the Chapel and Defender‘s Gate.
276

  WMC temporarily occupied a unique place 

as the only monument to George Washington in Valley Forge Park and the trajectory of 

civil religious commemoration was literally set in stone.  However, Burk‘s plans were far 

from realized. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 LIBERATION IN WHITE: THE WASHINGTON MEMORIAL CHAPEL 

Since 1953, a commanding life-size statue of George Washington has stood in an 

elevated alcove on the southwest corner of ―The Patriots Bell Tower (Fig. 4).‖ When I 

came to Washington Memorial Chapel for the first time around 2001, my reaction was 

similar to that of Fr. Christopher Pyles, who became Assistant Rector in 2005.  When we 

spoke in 2006 he told me that ―being in a place that has what looks like a shrine to 

George Washington in a place where other parishes might have a shrine for Mary,‖ was it 

still strange for him, but as he said, ―that‘s part of the Chapel‘s unique heritage.‖
1
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        

   

        

(Fig. 4) Washington statue on Patriots Bell Tower (photo M. Hunter). 
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In this chapter, I will first re-introduce the national orientation of the EC around 

the time of World War I.  Then I will describe the development of WMC‘s organizational 

and visual culture with special attention to the way its narrative of national history 

represents violence, piety and the politics of inclusion to understand how the visual 

culture forms the religious, racial and national identity of the church.  I will explain how 

the developing visual culture continues to affirm a locative worldview even while 

demonstrating reformist inclusion in its visual and material representations. 

Morgan and Promey write that religious images ―fuel constructive, synthetic acts 

of imagination in the kind of meaning making practices that form a basic aspect of 

religious experience.‖
2
  Smith writes that the locative vision ―must be maintained through 

acts of conscious labor.‖
3
 The kinds of meaning making practices (or ―conscious labor‖) 

generated at WMC (pilgrimage, nation and flag reverence and memorial, paying 

tribute/donation, military participation or encouragement) are primarily of a civil 

religious nature and point people toward national obligations and identity that overwhelm 

Episcopal particularity.  This kind of obligating is a form of what Bourdieu calls 

―symbolic violence.‖
4
 Though I try to maintain a basic chronology, I will include the 

commentary of current WMC‘s representatives in my discussion of the developing 

discourse about pieces of the visual culture to show consistency and variation of WMC‘s 

self-understanding over time.  

The Mercer Rhinelander Bishopric 

 In 1911, Mercer Rhinelander became the first Diocesan Bishop consecrated at 

COA. During his Bishopric (1911-1929), ongoing concern for preserving American 

identity, evangelizing more Americans and establishing proper paternalistic service to the 



97 

―others‖ were major themes in the Church News.  The Church‘s sense of responsibility 

was continually expressed in national terms and, as Thomas Rzeznik states, ―the 

Episcopal church became a leading force in the cultivation of a national ‗civil religion,‘ 

the force that binds people in loyalty to the state.‖
5
 

 Just prior to World War I, the EC rallied with near unanimity to national 

preparedness, and clergy issued depoliticized statements about the potential of war to 

develop American character.  All of this shapes my reading of the intent and function of 

the visual culture that developed at WMC from 1917 to 1953 in particular and the 

ongoing life of that church. 

The Pastoral Letter of the House of Bishops in 1916 was the epitome of political 

tactfulness, criticizing both war and the American ease? of ―isolationism.‖  They declared 

a unified vision of humanity and the need for humankind to ―get rid of‖ war while stating 

that ―God hates a godless and empty peace as much as He hates unrighteous war.‖
6
  The 

church‘s racial discourse also found new applications.  The House of Bishops stated that 

America‘s ―blood connection with the whole of Europe is a glorious heritage‖ upon 

which its peace with Europe is based, but that this reality belies the danger of its own 

―race antipathy‖ which is reflected in its ―dealing with the Orient.‖
7
 In all, the letter is a 

sharp critique of American prosperity and ease and (in sharp contrast to the 1892 

statement emphasizing the ―horror‖ of war) it expresses envy for the human virtues of 

passion, vitality and ―heightened virility‖ that the Bishops were sure would be wrought in 

Europeans from their experience of war.
8
  In words that bring to mind the observations of 

Carolyn Marvin, the letter states that the Europeans:  
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rebuke our worship of comfort and money by their daily offering, upon a 

reeking altar, of life and treasure, in behalf of what each believes to be a 

spiritual ideal… they shame our self-indulgence by a degree of self-

sacrifice which is royal in that the priests that offer are the victims 

offered.
9
 

 

Bishop Rhinelander‘s Diocesan address the same year reflected his alignment 

with the House of Bishops.  It was a subtle call to arms in ―Christ‘s Great War,‖ which 

suggested that there was a crusade at home to fight in the meantime.  Rhinelander stated 

that: 

If we private citizens of America had one hundredth part of the patriotic 

fervor with which the private soldiers of France and England are today 

pouring out their lifeblood for the defence and preservation of their 

countries‘ liberties, we could purge our country of all her political dishonor, 

bring her back and keep her true to the great traditions of her history and 

make her ready to play the part which God has waiting for her.
10

 

 

From then on, the war dominated the activities of the church as presented in the Church 

News.  At least one black clergyman, Douchette Redman Clark, used the context of the 

war to admonish Rhinelander about his policy of supporting segregated seminaries, 

writing: 

 Especially at this time when Negroes are being sent to France to die for 

the cause of ―Democracy‖ do you think that an ambassador of the savior 

of men (not white men, but men) and a successor of the apostles should be 

advocating class distinction in what some people call a democratic 

country?
11

 

 

Clark‘s question contains within it the same civil religious rhetoric of military 

self-sacrifice, though given the crisis of lynching at this point in U.S. history, it is 

somewhat easier to believe that African Americans were literally being sent to 

die.  Regardless, there is an implicit assertion that the church at this time could 

not claim moral high-ground over the nation-state. 
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Post-war Civic Functions of the Episcopal Church: Assimilation 

Rhinelander‘s predecessor, Mackay-Smith, had emphasized Philadephia‘s 

international character at the 1906 Diocesan Convention and Rhinelander‘s urban 

missioner, Edward Franks explained in 1913 how he reconciled the racial normativity of 

the church with an expanding interest in assimilating new immigrant populations.
12

  

Though not without self-conscious ethnocentrism, his reasoning shows a fairly embracing 

cultural pluralism for his day. 

While we believe that the Anglican communion best expresses her 

liturgical worship in the devout spirit of the English race, we do not expect 

(as Rome does) our liturgy would prove acceptable to all other races of 

men. As long as there are diverse races there will be different ways of 

expressing the same spirit.
13

 

 

Franks notes that at this point there were Episcopal services in Polish, Syrian, Ruthenian, 

Servian, and Greek in the Diocese of Pennsylvania and the emphasis of his work seems to 

be ecclesial assimilation.
14

   

 After the war, Bishop Rhinelander‘s agenda for the church was national unity.  

Hearkening back to the Revolutionary era, (in 1918) he declared that: ―We are the most 

national church of the country, the hands that drew up the Constitution being the hands of 

Churchmen, and we have a national responsibility to unify the church of America.‖
15

 To 

achieve its goals, the Episcopal Church had to reinforce its image as a leading national 

church, open and attractive to all sorts of Americans.  New York‘s Bishop Charles S. 

Burch (1854-1920) launched a one million dollar Americanization program to help 

assimilate the ―foreign-born‖ in his diocese.
16

  Responsibility to the church‘s national 

agenda took two local forms in Philadelphia.   
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 First, the Diocese engaged in its own assimilationist mission work in the city.  The 

Advocate of November 1923 described a ―Mission Study‖ of Lent the previous year in 

which members ―learned of the work the Church is doing among foreign-born people in 

the diocese, of the help the Church is giving to make good Americans of Italians, Poles, 

Rumanians, Jews, Hungarians…‖
17

 Writing about this trend, Thomas Rzeznik states that 

despite the elitist pretensions, ―many Episcopalians truly believed that they were setting 

an example of self-improvement for the other classes.‖
18

 Since the common 

representation of ―good‖ American identity and culture was Anglo and because the EC 

could claim the preeminent English religious legacy and expression, any dichotomy 

between national and ecclesial interests would surely have been perceived as false. 

 Secondly, the church resumed its earlier promotion of the national history of 

Christ Church and its pre-war support for the patriotic mission of WMC.
19

 In chapter 

eight of Michael Kammen‘s Mystic Chords of Memory, he deals with the deep 

ambivalence and anxiety that earlier immigrant-Americans had about later immigrant-

Americans from the late nineteenth century up through World War I.  The response to 

later immigrants characterized by the EC and WMC was not xenophobia but falls under 

what Kammen describes as ―constructive behavior that provided a creative though 

undeniably manipulative rationale for historical museums and preservation activities.‖
20

 

Xenophobia would be inconsistent with the confidence regarding the superiority of 

Anglo-Americans in comparison to newer European immigrants.  The priority of 

religious and cultural assimilation that are acclaimed in the pages of the Advocate and the 

Church News, seem to be of one piece with the Americanization emphases of WMC and 

the memorials of victory and even conquest in the WMC visual culture. 
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Parish and/or Monument 

 One wonders whether Burk felt consistent pressure to prove WMC‘s legitimacy 

as an Episcopal parish as opposed to a patriotic monument.  The dichotomy is perhaps 

false, just as any dichotomy between Christianity and civil religion or Washington-

centered filio-piety and Jesus-worship would be a false dichotomy for many Americans 

throughout history.  Broadly speaking, comparisons between Washington and Jesus are 

pervasive in Washington devotion.
21

  It has not been uncommon for Washington to be 

referred to as ―America‘s Messiah,‖ his mother Mary to be referred to with the title, 

―Mary, the mother of Washington,‖ or Virginia to be called his Bethlehem, and the 

Capitol rotunda bears the famous 1865 Constantino Brumidi fresco The Apotheosis of 

Washington, literally ―becoming god‖ in his ascension to the heavens.
22

  

It is clear that Burk did not intend the division seen by many others, including this 

author and the latter constituents.  It was intended to be a Memorial Chapel, not a 

National Memorial and an Episcopal Chapel. Burk‘s original declaration of intent in 

February of 1903 is fairly clear.  The chapel is intended to be a ―fit memorial‖ to 

Washington and provide a national point of perpetual connection (Nation‘s Bethel) with 

the divine, whereby American patriots could appeal to God (―kneel in quest‖) for courage 

and strength for responsible (―to make all honorable‖) citizenship and thereby provide 

proof of their salvation (―prove his claim to that above‖).
23

 

On the other hand, the June 1903 ceremony for the laying of the cornerstone by 

Bishop Whitaker was a straightforwardly Episcopal rite, with standard scripture readings 

and prayers.  There are only three short lines indicating that the Chapel will be ―in 

memory of George Washington and the patriot Churchmen and Churchwomen who 
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served their God and Country in the struggle for Liberty.‖
24

 There do not appear to have 

been speeches about Washington, or the events at Valley Forge. 

However, this does not mean that Burk was oblivious to the distinctions between 

normal parish functions and operating a national memorial site. His discourse about the 

inspiration and purpose of the building itself does not always integrate the two functions. 

In soliciting funds, Burk cited three reasons for the lack of necessary financial support to 

complete his plans.  First, in the EC, the Diocese of Pennsylvania had a reputation for 

wealth (due in part to its generosity to other diocese according to Burk) that made fund 

solicitation difficult outside the diocese.
25

   A second reason was that ―The Monument is 

a chapel‖ and patriotic and civic societies were not in the habit of donating to particular 

Christian churches.
26

  The third reason was that ―The chapel is a Monument‖ and 

churchmen deferred responsibility for it to societies with those specific interests, rather 

than taking responsibility for it as an Episcopal church.
27

  His creation of The Valley 

Forge Historical Society (VFHS) in 1918 seems to have been part of his solution to this 

problem.  

  On Evacuation Day (June 19
th

), in 1918, Burk established an organizational 

complex to suit his long-range plans for the structural complex.  He founded VFHS, in 

similar fashion to the Christ Church Historical Society, to oversee his collection of 

Washingtoniana, and to raise the funds needed to realize his vision.
28

  While both 

societies were secular or ecumenical in nature, Burk‘s VFHS was also specifically 

formed to operate beyond ecclesial controls and serve national interests.  Describing the 

VFHS, he said ―We ought to make this Society a real power for Americanization.‖
29

  

Burk was concerned that a succeeding rector might not have his interest in American 
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history, and that succeeding Bishops might not appreciate the parish raising funds for 

such interests.
30

  Unlike Christ Church, Burk could not yet claim that his church (not 

even fully completed) had historical significance for its locale, Valley Forge, or for 

national history.  It was a memorial, not yet an artifact.   

  When Burk formed VFHS and fit it hand-in-glove in the Chapel complex, he was 

trying to establish the memorial emphasis within the organizational structure of the WMC 

communion.
31

  Having done so, the WMC communion was no longer strictly or 

exclusively Episcopalian.  However, to paraphrase Smith, ―Within the [Chapel], ordinary 

[history] (which to any outside eye or ear remains ordinary) becomes significant, 

becomes ―sacred,‖ simply by being there.‖
32

 Burk had created an entry-point for 

Americans who were not of the Episcopal persuasion to be incorporated into the WMC 

communion.   

 This pattern continued under the rectorship of John Robbins Hart. Burk died in 

1933 and Hart assumed the rectorship in 1937, continuing until 1965.
33

  Hart was the 

perfect choice to continue the work that Burk started.  In 1941, Hart‘s work of 

Americanization included an address to 500 Greek Americans who visited WMC.  Hart 

told them that ―From the plains of marathon to George Washington and his troops is a 

long time in years, but a direct and short route in spirit.‖
34

  In the 1949 Year Book of 

WMC, Hart renewed Burk‘s purpose to ―make the Washington Memorial Chapel not 

only a shrine worthy of our God and country, but to make it in a very real sense a 

Gateway to Heaven.‖
35

  During the early-1930‘s, the VFHS was the largest historical 

society in the U.S. with 67,000 members, but since Burk‘s death there had been 

significant decline.
36

  Hart dedicated himself with near exclusivity to the broad American 
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public, attempting to rebuild the VFHS to its previous prominence, completing the Bell 

Tower and focusing his energies between the national memorial aspects of WMC, and the 

demand for weddings (up to 500 per year).
37

 

Though the VFHS is no longer part of WMC and the current leadership of WMC 

is not as ambitious as Burk, it has followed his precedent.  In 2004, the leadership of 

WMC formed a ―secular non-profit organization‖ called the Washington Memorial 

Heritage (WMH) to raise money for the maintenance and development of the building 

structure.  Rector James Larsen told me it had ―nothing to do with the church, but with 

the memorial.‖
38

 WMH and its representatives, all of whom also serve in the parish in 

some fashion, present an expansive and embracing vision of the Chapel.  In a tour given 

to visitors for WMC‘s Fall Festival in September 2006, the WMH Vice President John 

Carey talked about his enthusiasm for being an American patriot and elaborated on the 

meaning of the place in a way that incorporated his audience of visitors, attempting to 

consolidate their allegiance and facilitate their covenant, stating,  

That‘s what this place means!  It honors ALL American patriots, starting 

with Washington and the people encamped at Valley Forge.  But it 

continues with you, and all the children.  Everyone else that walks through 

these doors goes out with that [honor].
39

  

 

Carey was emphatic that the church belonged to all American patriots, granting that 

status to the visitors and connecting them to Washington in an unbroken chain of patriotic 

transmission, thus affirming the power and authority of the narrative to act on them (they 

belong to it) as much as their ownership of the space. 
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WMC‟s Rise to Prominence   

Burk regarded Valley Forge as a spiritual axis mundi for the nation and he also 

regarded it as an historical axis mundi, which from a civil religion perspective is 

redundant.  Writing in the Valley Forge Record and Washington Chapel Chronicle in 

March of 1920, Burk called Washington‘s encampment at Valley Forge ―the great 

turning point of our National History.‖
40

 World War One had been the turning point for 

WMC because it had helped Burk connect a new generation of American military to 

Valley Forge.  The Great War provided a great deal of material for Burk, and attention to 

visitors became a significant undertaking at this point.   

In 1913, the Church News had reported 28,000 annual visitors to WMC.
41

  In 

1919 Burk reported that 469 people had visited the Museum and 4,000 had visited the 

Chapel on Labor Day alone, including many of the ―Old Guard of the City of 

Philadelphia‖ who were making what Burk called their ―annual pilgrimage.‖
42

 For him, 

this flux of visitors triggered the memories of ―many thousands of our troops‖ who were 

inspired by WMC during the war.
43

 In 1920, Burk described WMC as a powerful, but 

overlooked tool for the national agenda of consolidating American allegiances (to use 

Morgan and Promey‘s words).  He demonstrated his belief, based on the expressed 

testimony of visitors, that a visit to WMC promoted a sense of unified national identity 

when he wrote that  

years before the World War showed us the need of a real Americanization, 

we had here at Valley Forge an institution planned to produce such an 

Americanization as would strengthen our national life… In one form or 

other, our visitors have given expression to this thought: This makes me a 

better American.
44
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The local Assembly of the Brotherhood of St. Andrew certainly agreed and they 

scheduled their Spring meeting at WMC, stating that 50,000 visitors the previous year 

had seen ―this Hall of Patriotism and paid their tribute to the memory of Washington and 

the men of Valley Forge.‖
45

  WMC reported 100,000 ―pilgrims‖ for 1922 and by 

1923Burk was stating that ―Thousands and tens of thousands of the young men of our 

country made pilgrimages to Valley Forge before they sailed to France.‖
46

  The language 

of ―tribute‖ and ―pilgrimage‖ both allude to obligations or exchanges.  This kind of 

activity refers to the thesis of David Morgan that Americans made ―covenant‖ with the 

visual culture of WMC and affirmed its meaning as a way of reaffirming their self-

understanding, but with what exactly were they covenanting? 

Two chapters of Lorrett Treese‘s 1995 book Valley Forge: Making and Remaking 

of a National Symbol provide extensive history of the creation and development of 

Washington Memorial Chapel.  Generally, Treese writes about  

Valley Forge in its role as a historic site of national importance: a place 

where people go to learn about or pay tribute to one incident in American 

history. This book examines the words, the structures, and the objects that 

have been used to tell the Valley Forge story at this physical place. In a 

larger sense, it is about how the Valley Forge experience has been 

promoted, packaged, and often exploited…
47

   

 

Material culture is part of Treese‘s story.  She writes that WMC‘s founding rector ―was 

the first to use a museum style collection of objects in the interpretation of the Valley 

Forge experience‖ and to press for interpretive control of American history on the basis 

of his collection.
48

  Still, since Treese‘s book is a history of the entire park and the 

various interpreters and interpretations of the park over many years, she attends to 

Washington Memorial Chapel without a great deal of attention to the specificities of the 
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visual narrative itself (which transcends Valley Forge Park historically by centuries prior 

to the winter of 1777 and geographically as far east as England and as far south as Latin 

America).  I want to engage that narrative more fully.   

Diocesan National Memorial Narratives 

Though descended from both an iconoclastic and Enlightenment influenced 

church, the use of stained glass in the Victorian EC bears some of the legacy of medieval 

Gothic churches in Europe, brought into the church by the Anglo-Catholic high-

churchmen.  Shortly after Edward Foggo became rector of Christ Church, Philadelphia in 

1869, the clear-glass Palladian window was replaced with a ―colored glass window‖ and 

under his successor Charles Ellis Stevens in 1891, the church raised money to install nine 

―memorial windows‖ telling the story of the church from the life of Christ through the 

founding of the EC at Christ Church.
49

  Stevens was especially influenced by the Anglo-

Catholic movement and the adoration of Gothic architecture in that movement may have 

familiarized him with the sentiments of the well known thirteenth-century French 

preacher Etienne de Bourbon.  Bourbon influenced Gothic visual culture by insisting that 

―the Church‘s proclamation (sermo) should be bodily (corpeus),‖ or materially 

substantial.
50

  Like the recent former Dean of the Philadelphia Cathedral, Richard Giles, 

Bourbon also emphasized attending to one‘s audience through artful contextualization, 

recasting biblical stories and elaborating upon them to include scenes, themes and 

characters that would have been familiar to the audience.
51

 

The Liberty Window of the Christ Church memorial window series, a stained-

glass rendition of T.H. Matteson‘s painting, First Prayer in Congress (ie. The First 

Continental Congress in 1774), pictures Jacob Duche presiding in prayer over the 
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Congress in Independence Hall.
52

  It emphasizes the role of the Episcopal Church in 

sanctioning the creation of the United States out of a denominationally pluralistic civic 

gathering, and reaffirms the connection between Anglo-Episcopalian identity and 

paternal national leadership.
53

 In short, it re-presents the EC‘s possession of 

representative power to sacralize the uniting of a diverse nation.  Installed over twenty 

years after the Christ Church windows (during and after the Great War), the WMC 

windows retell the same story with more detailed attention to North American history. 

After the war, the structural and artistic development of WMC continued in fits 

and starts through 1953, partly due to the inconsistency between Burk‘s ambition and 

incoming funds.  Still, WMC has become a legitimate complex of buildings as ―Patriots 

Hall,‖ ―The Porch of the Allies,‖  ―The Cloister of the Colonies‖ (completed 1925) and 

finally ―The National Patriots Bell Tower‖ were attached to the chapel (Fig. 5).
54

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     (Fig. 5) The Washington Memorial Chapel complex (c. 2005). (photo M. Hunter) 
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Other internal and external features of the Chapel were also completed later.  The 

nineteen foot tall elaborately hand-carved oak choir loft was completed in two phases in 

1917 and 1920.  Its pews are adorned with carved statues of four patriots kneeling in 

prayer and the upper woodwork features carved statues of fourteen soldiers with rifles, 

each representing a different brigade of Washington‘s infantry.
55

  An engraved metal 

copy of the Constitution is fixed to the exterior east wall of the Chapel.  Within the 

incredible density of images, the crowning achievement of Burk‘s vision for patriotic 

inspiration was the Chapel‘s stained glass windows.
56

 On a recent tour, John Carey 

described the windows as ―the most unique storybook of all time.‖
57

 This story is the part 

of the set of authoritative tribal sayings which are structured for the constituents and 

visitors of WMC by the images in predominantly red-white-and-blue stained glass.  They 

are encouraged to covenant with these images to affirm their truth.     

“Here the nation‟s history is visualized”
58

: The Chapel Windows‟ Narrative 

The thirteen WMC windows (one for each of the original colonies), created by the 

studio of Nicola D‘Ascenzo between 1917 and 1922, are full of a myriad of smaller 

medallions (167 total) containing narrative scenes (Fig. 6).  Burk‘s wife reported that her 

husband had described every detail in ―every picture in every window, before the artist 

could begin the work.‖
59

  The smallest two windows contain eight medallions.  Most 

have a dozen, and the largest two, depicting the lives of Christ and George Washington 

have twenty-five and thirty-six respectively. 
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(Fig. 6) Diagram of the public areas of WMC.

60
  My inset numbers 

correspond to the table below for the approximate location of windows. 

 

 

 

Each window is based upon a saying of Jesus and the collection of scenes in the 

medallions attempt to draw a correlation between the words of Jesus and the narrative of 

western civilization and particularly early American history.
61

 It appears generally as 

though the images emerged from themes, which were obviously conveyed to the artist, 

but it is not clear whether the biblical texts attached to each window have been chosen for 

how well they fit the pre-established American themes, or whether the American themes 

were drawn out of reflection on the relevance of biblical texts for America (Table 2).   

I first became aware of the texts attached to each window at WMC when I 

inquired about a ―key‖ of some sort that might decode the images for me.  Eventually, the 

Washington Memorial Heritage Vice President, John Carey, provided one for me.
62

   

1 

2

  

3 4 
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9 10 
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13 
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(Table 2) Basic Key for Chapel Windows. Titles are slightly confusing because  

Burk referred to them with some variation. 
Dedication                            

 

Title (and Theme)     Scripture 

KJV    

date 

given      

Given By 

Martha 

Washington  

1.Jesus Christ and the 

Abundant Life Service 

through Sacrifice 

John 10:10 1918 PA Society of 

Colonial Dames 

Bishop White 2.Bishop White Window 

(Evangelization: 

Apostles - National Cathedral) 

Mark 16:15 none Harriet Blanchard 

Alexander 

Hamilton 

3.The New Birth and the New 

Freedom Through Truth  

(Renaissance) 

John 8:31-32 

John 3:7 

1924 Mary Regina Brice 

Benjamin 

Franklin 

4. Freedom Through the Word   

(English Bible) 

John 8:32 1922 John Wanamaker 

Nathaniel 

Greene 

5. Window of Discovery 

(European Explorers) 

Matt. 7:7 

―seek and ye 

shall find‖ 

none Eliza Jarmain 

Tetlow 

Lafayette 6. The Window of Settlement Matt. 7:7 

―knock and it 

shall be 

opened‖ 

1917 Daniel Baugh 

Gen. Anthony 

Wayne 

7. The Window of Expansion Matt. 13:31-32 1921 Nina Lea 

Robert Morris 8. The Window of 

Development 

(early American culture and 

infrastructure) 

―parable of the 

leaven‖ 

Matt 13,  

Luke 13 

none Ellen Waln Harrison 

John Paul 

Jones & 

Richard Dale 

9.The Window of the 

Revolution 

John 16:33 1917 Edward C. Dale 

Dr. John 

Houston 

10.The Window of Patriotism 

(other events of the 

Revolution) 

Luke 17:33 none Henry Howard 

Houston 

Thomas 

Jefferson 

11.The Window of 

Democracy 

(various meetings, 

declarations and writing 

important documents) 

Matt. 5:45 none Marian F. Houston 

Benjamin 

Lincoln 

12.The Window of the Union 

(development of American 

democratic structures) 

John 17:21 

―that they all 

may be one‖ 

none Thomas G. Ashton 

& Mary Lincoln 

Ashton 

George 

Washington 

13. The American 

(Life of Washington) 

Matt. 6:33 

 

none PA Society 

DAR 
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  The text, written by Burk as a guide for visitors, describes his close collaboration 

with D‘Ascenzo in the creation of the Chapel windows.  Burk‘s overview of the windows 

reads,  

The artist has faithfully followed the theme of the founder of the Chapel in 

all its breadth of vision and minuteness of detail.  Briefly, the theme is 

this: Beginning with the great window over the altar, which represents the 

Lord Jesus Christ filling all life and giving to men the fuller life; the 

window to the left tells of the carrying of the Gospel to the Nations of the 

Earth.  Over the pulpit is a window representing the new birth seen in the 

freedom of thought, and over the lectern, one showing the freedom of the 

Bible.  Then follow the windows of Discovery, Settlement, Expansion, 

Development, Revolution, Patriotism, Democracy and Union.  The last 

window, over the entrance, shows the union of all these influences of 

religion, literature, art, science and institutions in the greatest American, 

the Father of his Country.
63

  

 

The implication seems to be that Jesus came to plant the seeds of Western civilization 

and George Washington was the culmination of Jesus‘ work.  Burk follows this 

description with five pages of small print type briefly describing each individual 

medallion in the Chapel and the related dedicatory plaques for each window.  A close 

narrative description and analysis of the windows and their texts would likely require 

fifty or more pages alone, but it is important to give readers a brief survey with closer 

attention to some of the windows in their larger textual and discursive context.   

At the front, above the altar, is the ―Jesus Christ and the Abundant Life Service 

through Sacrifice‖ window, dedicated to Martha Washington, by whose name the 

window is often referred (Fig. 7). The Martha Washington Window represents twenty-

one scenes from the life and teachings of Jesus, two scenes from The Acts of the Apostles 

and two other scenes organized by the five themes of literature, institutions, religion, 

science and art.
64

 The overarching theme is Jesus‘ saying, ―I have come that they might 
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have life, and that they might have it more abundantly (John 10:10).‖
65

  The correlation 

seems to be the value placed on the various cultural influences for their ability to create 

what might be considered an ―abundant‖ life.  The implication is that Jesus came as a 

civilizing influence, to inspire certain highly valued features of western civilization.   

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Fig. 7) The Martha Washington Window above the altar with pulpit and lectern (L & R 

respectively). (photo M. Hunter) 

 

 

 

 Under ―art‖ there is a scene of ―Jesus the Model‖ to illustrate Jesus‘ ongoing 

inspiration as the subject of paintings and in the twenty-fifth medallion (also under ―art‖), 

―Jesus with the Chapel,‖ Jesus holds a model of the Chapel itself. This scene is 

theoretically intended to honor the general role of architecture in western civilization as a 
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gift of God. Burk‘s more extended commentary on the image from 1918 unequivocally 

states the Chapel‘s purpose in terms of Christian worship.  Burk wrote: 

That chapel is itself a result of the inspiration of our Lord and Savior Jesus 

Christ.  It is designed for his worship, built for his glory, and set apart for 

His service to quicken the nation‘s devotions.
66

 

 

However, the implicit message of the image is that Jesus endorses, supports and blesses 

Washington Memorial Chapel in the particularity of its architectural and material 

elements, most of which point to George Washington.  The resulting message of image 

and verbal discourse is perhaps a representation of mutually beneficial relationship 

between Jesus and WMC.  When one reads of Burk‘s original intent, the effect of WMC 

on visitors reported by its rectors, and observes the memorial in its totality, the trajectory 

of devotion, away from Jesus and towards George Washington and the nation, seems 

clear and Burk‘s 1918 description of the Martha Washington Window seems 

disingenuous. 

 Jesus is pictured as above all civilized, and only remotely sacrificial. The rhetoric 

of patriotic sacrifice pervades meaning-making activity the WMC, but it is less often 

attached to Jesus than patriots.  Sacrifice is also a common theme when honoring women 

at WMC and perhaps fits the dedication to Martha Washington or George Washington‘s 

previously discussed attitude towards ―female patriotism.‖ It seems that more 

stereotypically masculine portrayals of Jesus are unnecessary (there is no scene of Jesus 

driving vendors out of the Temple for instance) because the overwhelming martial 

imagery in most other windows fulfills the need for ―Muscular Christianity.‖  

 It should be noted that while the life, death and resurrection of Jesus is front and 

center in the sanctuary, Jesus is clearly not the most visible character in the story told by 
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the Chapel‘s art, and his death and resurrection are not the climax.  Placed where it is, the 

story of Jesus is set apart from congregants by at least thirty feet and the altar-railing, 

approached only during Eucharist.  The congregation lives and worships in the midst of 

another story where the Anglo-American icon of patriarchal strength and perseverance 

George Washington is the main character, and the suffering of the colonial militia in 

Valley Forge and their emergence on Evacuation Day, are the climax.
67

  

 When Senator Lawrence C. Phipps from Colorado visited WMC to give a 

Washington‘s Birthday address in February 1920, he called WMC ―this Holy of Holies of 

American History,‖ described the Continental Army as Washington‘s ―little band of 

followers‖ and quoted Daniel Webster‘s similar address from 1832 to refer to his 

audience as the current ―disciples of Washington.‖
68

 

 The narrative proceeds from the window depicting the life of Christ to a window 

on the left (congregation‘s perspective) depicting the evangelization of the New World, 

sometimes referred to as the ―Conquest of the New World by the Church‖ which is 

mostly obscured by the choir stalls.  It depicts various saints and evangelists of the church 

from St. Paul to the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel and culminates in a church 

building, the façade of the Cathedral of St. Peter and St. Paul in Washington D.C.
69

  The 

narrative then recedes in the nave in facing sets of windows on both right and left 

depicting ―Freedom Through Truth, ―Freedom Through the Word,‖ ―Discovery,‖ 

―Settlement,‖ ―Expansion,‖ ―Development,‖ ―Revolution,‖ ―Patriotism,‖ ―Democracy,‖ 

and finally ―Union‖ in the back right corner. The windows alternate in predominant color 

between red and blue to create, with the originally white stone of the walls a red, white 

and blue effect (Fig. 8). 
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(Fig. 8) Windows of ―Freedom of Thought,‖ ―Discovery,‖ ―Expansion,‖ and 

―Revolution,‖ (photo M. Hunter). 

 

  

 In the medallions we primarily see white men that we cannot readily identify 

having adventures, important meetings and making what appear to be important 

declarations. In one window, some men appear to be loading cannon.  The caption for last 

medallion in ―Freedom Through the Word‖ reads: ―George Washington Gives the Bible 

to the Youth of America,‖ which seems to be ahistorical.
70

 The Window of Discovery 

depicts explorers and conquerors like Vasco Nunez de Balboa (1475- 1519) and ―John 

Cabot‖ (Giovanni Caboto 1450-1499).
71

  Many windows depict white men accompanied 

by Native Americans who appear either as recipients of European grace or serving as 

guides who assist their endeavors.  Window seven, the median window in the narrative 

series is the ―Window of Expansion‖ which is also the General Anthony Wayne Window.  

Burk explains the theme of this window as follows:  

In speaking of the expansion of His Church, our Lord said: ―The kingdom 

of heaven is like to a grain of mustard seed… which is indeed the least of 

all seeds; but when it is grown, it is the greatest among herbs, and 
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becometh a tree, so that the birds of the air come and lodge in the branches 

thereof.‖ (St. Matt. 13:31, 32.)  These words are an apt description of the 

expansion of our Nation, which is the theme of the seventh window of the 

Chapel.
72

 

 

While Burk does not exactly equate the kingdom of God with the nation, his application 

of the verse in affirmation of Manifest Destiny is clear.   

  The final medallion in ―The Window of the Revolution‖ depicts a soldier 

returning home and hanging up his musket over the fireplace while his family looks on.  

In describing it, Burk writes that ―This peace note is due to the text of the window: ―In 

the world ye shall have tribulation; but be of good cheer; I have overcome the world.‖
73

 

This statement seems to indicate that the ―peace note‖ was added because Burk‘s reading 

of the biblical text spoke to him about the way the resolution of Revolutionary tribulation 

represented an extension of Jesus‘ victory over ―the world.‖ It should be noted that this 

peace, the cessation of violence and the hanging up of the musket, comes as a result of 

―overcoming‖ through military victory rather than reconciliation or perseverance through 

suffering and self-sacrifice, or even resurrection which might be other ways of 

interpreting the nature of peace and Christ‘s overcoming in the Christian tradition.  

Rector James Larsen reported that he referred to the window often in sermons as ―the 

epitome of the reason that anybody down through the course of history gives their time, 

their talent and their lives for our country.‖  By this he meant that  

the Revolution was fought because they wanted a better place for their 

children and their grandchildren and so forth and so they went ahead 

and…put their lives on the line and their fortunes and so forth… to 

guarantee that freedom and that peace that they wanted for their offspring.  

 

 The ongoing rhetoric of patriotic self-sacrifice is taken up again in the Window of 

Patriotism.   As the biblical reference Burk chose Luke 17:33 which reads, ―Whosoever 
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shall seek to save his life shall lose it, and whosoever shall lose his life shall preserve 

it.‖
74

  

 The narrative culminates in The George Washington Window on the rear wall of 

the nave, opposite the twenty-five medallions of the Martha Washington Window 

depicting the life of Christ (Fig. 9).  Burk wrote that in this window ―an attempt has been 

made to picture the life of George Washington as the ideal American.‖
75

  Washington is 

also represented in twelve medallions in other windows, but here his life is narrated by 

thirty-six medallions; from his baptism, through his military career, agrarian and 

presidential years, to reading the Bible in retirement at Mt. Vernon (Fig. 10).
76

  Other 

interesting medallions are ―Washington the Church Builder‖ and ―Washington Keeps the 

Fast Day‖ which highlight his religious devotion, and ―Washington Visits Valley Forge,‖ 

which presents him as the first pilgrim to pay homage to the place and events that the 

church also commemorates.  These medallions also include the one scene of overt 

Revolutionary violence in the Chapel and a scene of Washington‘s prayer at Valley 

Forge, both of which will be discussed below.   

 Burk‘s description of this window ends with his assertion that ―As religion was 

the foundation of the noble character of Washington, the words of Christ suggested by 

the window are:  ‗Seek ye first the Kingdom of God, and all these things will be added 

unto you.‘‖
77

 While some Christian traditions favor a conflation of the church and the 

Kingdom of God, the endeavors of Washington‘s life most recognized by WMC are his 

military endeavors on behalf of the nation.   



119 

   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                          

                 (Fig. 9) The George Washington Window (photo M. Hunter) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Fig. 10) ―Peace at Eventide‖ from the George Washington Window (photo M. Hunter). 
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 The emphasis of the text encourages readers to regard Washington‘s station in 

life, as well as his military success, as God‘s blessing for his religiosity.  The show of 

arms and the show of prayer alongside each other confirm the unsullied righteousness of 

the nation-states‘ divine-human origin. It would be a historical truism to state that for 

people who have prayed for victory and been victorious, their prayers have been 

answered.   Prayer followed by victory is perhaps singularly necessary for the 

legitimation and naturalization of power in Western Christendom.
78

 It becomes a matter 

of ―Divine Providence.‖ 

The Prayer 

The claims being made about Washington‘s faith at WMC today are fairly 

minimal and reduced to what is represented in the visual displays. Emphasis is not on 

Washington as a Christian in the generalized modern sense (i.e. an individual who gives 

intellectual assent to orthodox Christian doctrine and tries to behave morally), but as a 

Churchman, a reverent man capable of serving the functions required of a responsible 

Anglican, and then Episcopalian, layman.  The only addition to this is the representation 

of Washington‘s prayerfulness, attested to by most filiopietistic biographers, though 

firsthand accounts are scant or vague.
79

 According to Paul F. Boller Jr.‘s survey, the 

filiopietist accounts bristle with stories of Washington at prayer, usually on his knees and 

in every conceivable semi-private location where people were constantly happening upon 

and interrupting him.
80

   

Thus, in the sculptures, stained glass, and fixtures of WMC, George Washington 

is represented as a man who prayed as much as he engaged in any other single activity.  
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As with Washington it seems, so with representations of his army.  Carvings of praying 

patriots adorn the choir loft for instance (Fig. 11).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

               (Fig. 11) Praying patriot in choir loft (photo M. Hunter). 

 

 

An examination of the numerous portrayals of Washington at prayer in Valley 

Forge will likely remind even a casual observer of the similarly numerous portraits of 

Jesus at prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane, which is precisely how filio-pietist 

biographer Joseph Buffington described the scene in his book, The Soul of Washington, 

which is itself an expansion of an address delivered at WMC on Washington‘s Birthday 
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in 1932.
81

  At a desperate time, Washington, like Christ, looks up to heaven, and 

beseeches God for intervention (Fig. 12).  Interestingly, this famous scene is absent from 

the Life of Christ window.  Apparently, Washington prayed even more than Jesus 

himself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     (Fig. 12) Washington‘s Valley Forge Prayer in the Bell Tower (photo M. Hunter). 

 

 

The image of Washington at prayer in Valley Forge was most famously 

perpetuated by (Parson) Mason Locke Weems, though it did not appear in his famous The 

Life of Washington until at least the fifth edition in1806.
82

  Weems‘ story surrounds the 

conversion of a Quaker named Isaac Potts, from pacifism to the Revolutionary cause as a 

result of stumbling across General Washington, praying on his knees in the snow near his 

headquarters at Valley Forge.
83

  Not all visual renditions of this event over the years have 

included Potts looking on.  The medallion in the ―American Window‖ of the Chapel does 
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include Potts, but the much larger stained glass rendering of the Valley Forge prayer in 

the Patriots Bell Tower replaces Potts with an angel bearing the national shield with red 

and white stripes topped with a blue field.
84

 

Paul Boller referenced Burk, as one of six men, including Weems, who were 

―only the most influential‖ of the Washington ―pietists.‖
85

 Boller offered the traditional 

counter evidence to the Potts story but adds the unique detail that no ―Free Quaker‖ (non-

pacifist Quaker, which Potts would perhaps have become) sources reference this event.
86

  

In late 1932, the year before Burk‘s death, a Norristown Times Herald newspaper column 

offered its own historical evidence of the story‘s manufacture, which is now used 

affirmatively by the VFHS (founded by Burk).
87

 The point here is not whether or not 

Washington prayed at Valley Forge but - why is this image important and how does it 

function?   In Weems‘ story, Potts is assimilated into the mass of patriotic Americans 

from a sect of Christian pacifists, a trope found in Christ Church‘s stained glass project as 

well. 

In the First Prayer in Congress window at Christ Church, one fascinating aspect 

of this particular image is the inclusion of Stephen Hopkins, governor of Rhode Island. In 

the image, Hopkins is marked as a Quaker by his wearing of a hat.  However, Hopkins 

had been disowned by his Quaker meeting in 1773 for his refusal to release a slave, 

though he authored the bill passed by the Rhode Island legislature that banned slavery in 

the colony in 1774.
88

  Speculating that Hopkins‘ militarism in support of the Revolution 

was the underlying issue in his tension with the Society of Friends, William E. Foster 

writes that for Hopkins, who ―was to perform so important a part in urging on the 

reluctant colonists to the point of armed resistance to Great Britain… almost any other — 
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connection would have appeared more fitting‖ than his association with the Quakers.
89

 

Thus, another Episcopal Church‘s visual narrative of history includes a special note that a 

pacifist Quaker turned away from his co-religionists to support the national cause. 

The presence of Potts in the WMC prayer scene window can lead the viewer in a 

similar interpretive direction, since Potts‘ gaze is only important for two reasons: 1) 

representing historical verification of Washington‘s prayer, 2) telling the story of Potts‘ 

conversion, and not simply Washington‘s piety.  One question that drove me was: at 

WMC, is the intent to encourage prayer in patriotic Americans who might visit the 

Chapel, based on Washington‘s example, or patriotism (especially in terms of military 

support) in those who pray (ie. those who come to Christian worship)?  In our 2006 

interview, James Larsen clearly stated the one-sided role of the imagery saying that ―In 

terms of the artwork, you first of all have to realize that all of this is to move the 

individual to a greater depth of patriotism.‖
90

 More particular Christian commitments can 

be easily subsumed by patriotic devotion, or brought into a supportive role.   

The function of the imagery to reaffirm an identity based in national allegiance or 

filio-piety is confirmed by Burk‘s creation of ―For God and Country: Catechisms of 

Patriotism for the Children of the Church.‖
91

  Catechisms have been used in Roman 

Catholic and Protestant church traditions for centuries as ways of indoctrinating young or 

new community members into the standard discourse of the church.  It has been a 

fundamental part of assimilating individuals into the given church.  This booklet, co-

authored with a Rev. Charles Jessup contains Burk‘s Washington‘s Birthday Sermon of 

1903 and catechetical questions about Washington‘s (and other Declaration signer‘s) 
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church involvement, the Declaration of Independence and the location and nature of 

WMC.
92

 

Around the time of the WMC window‘s installation (1919), Episcopal pacifism 

was decidedly unpopular.  When the war started in Europe in 1914, a significant number 

of pacifist clergy were members of peace fellowships, a conscientious association 

consistent with the House of Bishops 1892 Pastoral letter cited in the last chapter.  

However, as the war progressed, they were vigorously opposed by the majority and most 

succumbed to pressure; some of them speaking as vehemently for ―preparedness‖ and 

war as they had for peace.
93

  Burk himself demonstrated this dynamic.  In 1915, he 

publicly expressed his hopes that the U.S. would seek peace rather than the moral 

jeopardy of war.
94

  After the U.S. entrance to the war, Burk could be found blessing 

soldiers and even swords, praying that they would possess ―a holy enthusiasm‖ and he 

boasted of WMC‘s inspirational power and consolation for American troops.
95

  Manross 

reports that after the declaration of war in 1917, clergy who maintained pacifism ―were 

subjected to a good deal of popular abuse and, sometimes, to the disapproval of their 

ecclesiastical supporters.‖
96

 Thomas J. Garland, Suffragan Bishop of the Diocese of 

Pennsylvania during the war declared it a ―disgrace to apply the word conscientious to 

men who hold back when it is their duty to array themselves on the side of 

righteousness.
97

 Abrams acknowledges the Episcopal Church as the leader among pro-

war religious groups and perceives this stance arising out of an essentially Episcopalian 

habitus that inclined them toward the defense of English civilization and culture as 

innately right.
98
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In the EC, patriotism and support for war were essentially synonymous and 

mandatory for Americans, regardless of religious convictions.  The church was pro-war 

to the extent that the vocal pacifist Bishop of Utah, Paul Jones, lost his bishopric.  

Contradicting their 1892 Pastoral Letter, The House of Bishops in 1916 stated that  

[America] must expect of every one of her citizens some true form of 

national service, rendered according to the capacity of each. No one can 

commute or delegate it; no one can be absolved from it. National 

preparedness is a clear duty.
99

 

 

A local campaign against Jones led a special committee of the House of Bishops to issue 

a statement requesting his resignation, which he gave in April 1918, one month after the 

U.S. entered the war.  Reprimanding Jones implicitly for his agreement with the 

declarations of the 1892 and 1898 General Conventions, the statement of the House of 

Bishops read in part:   

The underlying contention of the Bishop of Utah seems to be that war is 

unchristian. With this general statement the Commission cannot agree. This 

Church in the United States is practically a unit in holding that it is not an 

unchristian thing. In the face of this unanimity, it is neither right or wise for 

a trusted bishop to declare and maintain that it is an unchristian thing.
100

 

 

Jones founded the Episcopal Pacifist Fellowship (now the Episcopal Peace Fellowship) 

and served as interim Bishop of Ohio after the war while raising controversy with his 

criticisms of flag display in school classrooms, which he regarded as ''dangerous fetish 

worship which promotes thoughts of war among school children."
101

   

 Though the date of Burk‘s design for the windows is unclear, we know that The 

George Washington Window of the Chapel was not completed before September of 

1919.
102

 Functionally, this image may express Burk‘s own ―conversion‖ from peace to 

war and encourage others to also follow the precedent of Potts.  In the context of this 
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sacred place, the ubiquity of praying soldiers seems clearly to be an effort to construct a 

discourse about the piety of Revolutionary soldiers, which in turn serves the 

misrecognition of the arbitrariness of American Revolutionary violence.  Visual display 

of praying patriots, like the Weems story, seeks to legitimate Christian participation in 

warfare by recapitulating the Potts experience for any who happen to gaze upon them.  

They seek to overcome an obstacle to national allegiance, or to gain inclusion by way of 

representation, for those who (for reasons of Christian religious conviction) might abhor 

or be suspicious of violence in general and American violence in particular.   

Dr. John Robbins Hart, who became rector in 1937, also recapitulated the 

conversion experience.  Prior to 1940, Hart wanted to use the Chapel as a center to 

promote peace.  This changed after Hitler‘s blitzkrieg.  In 1940 Hart began to condemn 

Hitler as a reviver of European paganism and idolatry and he called the nation to 

action.
103

  Then Dr. Hart began using the Chapel to promote the United States entering 

the war and once it had done so, to support the war effort.
104

  A further benefit to this 

endeavor is the way that images of war are represented in the windows. 

Violence in the Windows 

A document from the 1930s, issued to dues-paying members of the junior league 

of the Valley Forge Historical Society, contains the following quote by Cyrus Townsend 

Brady, an Episcopal priest and adventure writer who became Archdeacon of 

Pennsylvania in 1895 under Bishop Whitaker:
105

  

No spot on earth – not the plains of Marathon, nor the passes of Sempach, 

nor the place of the Bastile (sic), nor the dykes of Holland, nor the moors 

of England – is so sacred in the history of the struggles for human liberty 

as Valley Forge.
106
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And yet, the depiction of struggle for liberty at WMC is generally quite placid.  It settles 

the violence, chaos and uncertainty of the revolution in a nest of relatively stable and 

pious images and narratives.  While most of the patriots figured are armed, the weapons 

are not brandished in the pictures.  They represent preparedness and the symbolic 

violence that protects everyday stability, rather than the aggressiveness of violent action. 

The trials of the war are commemorated as a sort of purgatory through which the nation 

gained maturity and nobility.  This representation of the value of warfare accords with the 

1916 Pastoral Letter of the House of Bishops as well as Bishop Rhinelander‘s Diocesan 

Convention address of that year (cited above). 

Only three images of overt violence can be found in the chapel and they pertain 

more to martyrdom (the crucifixion of Jesus, the burning of John Wycliffe‘s body (1324-

1384) – translator of the Bible into English) than victory.  Several medallions whose 

captions indicate potential violence are still sanitary and victimless.
107

 For instance, the 

twenty-fifth medallion is ―Washington Quells a Rebellion,‖ which he appears to do at a 

meeting with four other men.  The Washington at Valley Forge is thus pious, but not 

lacy, martial and rustic but not violent.  Of course, Valley Forge itself was never a site of 

battle, but the stained glass narrative covers a great deal more of Revolutionary history 

and even world history.  

Howard Peckham‘s fastidious accounting concludes that the American Revolution 

resulted in 25,674 American deaths in service and 8,124 Americans wounded (minimum 

verifiable estimate 7,174 killed in battle, 10,000 deaths in camp, 8,500 prisoner of war 

deaths).  That equals .9 percent of the American population at the time and 12.5 percent 

of the American participants.
108

  Peckham does not attempt to count British casualties or 
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civilian casualties among all parties involved, including Blacks and Native Americans.  

The deaths of foreign allies on both sides are not listed, and deaths of Native and Black 

American soldiers are included, but probably inaccurate.
109

 These statistics are thus in 

stark contrast to the relatively victimless Revolution of WMC. 

In what appears to be the singular reference in the Chapel to a victim of 

Revolutionary violence, ―Washington Wins the Battle of Princeton‖ a patriot falls with a 

head injury, apparently received at the front of a charge alongside Washington himself 

(Fig. 13).
110

  It looks like Washington is running him over with his horse.  Of course, this 

cannot be the case:  the patriarch could not be so callous.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                 (Fig. 13) ―Washington Wins the Battle of Princeton‖ (photo M. Hunter). 

 

The overall trend of the imagery in the Chapel mutes any revolutionary violence 

that might have been done by the patriarch and his army. There are no British victims of 



130 

violence.  The single victim is presumably wounded by the enemy in an odd aberration 

rather than the typical result of war.  The American victors pay this small sacrifice and in 

The Window of the Revolution (nine) we see the defeated British ultimately surrender, 

not having sustained any obvious casualties at the hands of the pious patriots.  This 

obscuring of violence is pervasive in the Chapel.  Representations of violence, as with all 

representations, emerge from the necessities of the context of the producers.  The 

American loyalists for instance, were not so squeamish in their representations of 

Revolutionary violence when it fit their purposes.  Jonathan Odell, rector of St. Mary‘s 

parish in Burlington, New Jersey, for instance, wrote the following lines about 

Washington from his refuge behind British lines: 

Hear thy indictment, Washington, at large; 

Attend and listen to the solemn charge; 

Thou hast supported am atrocious cause 

Against thy king, thy country, and the laws… 

Myriad of wives and fathers at thy hand 

Their slaughtered husbands, slaughtered sons, demand.
111

 

 

Likewise, revolutionary newspapers and journals published accounts like the 

following account of the Battle of Concord, in which the provincial militia not only won 

the battle, but described the retreat of the British as follows: 

But the savage barbarity exercised upon the bodies of our own unfortunate 

bretheren who fell, is almost incredible. Not content with shooting down 

the unarmed, aged and infirm, they disregarded the cries of the wounded, 

killed them without mercy, and mangling their bodies in a most shocking 

manner.
112

  

 

A tight matrix of reasons for the obscuring of violence in the representations of 

violence at WMC presents itself. ―Violence in American History,‖ the first chapter of the 

1969 Final Report of the National Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence 
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states: ―America has always been a relatively violent nation.‖
113

 Still, the period of 

Burk‘s early vision for WMC (1903 and following) was part of a time of unusual 

domestic political violence and the violence of United States imperialism (see Chapter 

One for the latter).
114

 Add to this Richard Maxwell Brown‘s aforementioned observation 

that the violence of the Revolution has served ―as a grand model for later violent actions 

by Americans in behalf of any cause…deemed good and proper,‖ and the also 

aforementioned Commission authors‘ thesis that one major cause of American violence is 

―the quick rise to dominance of the Anglo-Saxon immigrant, followed by that groups‘ 

resistance to and occasional scapegoating of, other immigrant groups‖ and you arrive and 

what may be a very good rationale for the obscuring of violence.
115

 Given the pervasive 

concern about the proper assimilation of immigrants and African Americans in the 

Diocese of Pennsylvania (already discussed) this seems especially pertinent.   

If Brown and the Commission authors (the latter of whom also condemn the 

violence of ―militant Negroes‖) are right and Anglo-Saxon violence is an essential cause 

of a national contagion of violence, then sanitizing such violence could seem like the 

most responsible thing to do for the stability of the nation, though false representation of 

innocence with regard to violence could also perpetuate violence.  Concern about the 

possible eruption of political violence that could occur from attending to the War of 

Independence may be an underlying cause for obscuring what would be regarded as 

legitimate Revolutionary violence.  If WMC is truly locative, one should observe these 

specific contextual attempts to control potential disruptions to the social order. 

  Obscuring violence at WMC may have contributed to its popularity after WWI 

when enthusiastic militancy gave way to a greater distaste for violence and war.  Even the 
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overwhelming popularity of Washington the general was downplayed in the mid-1920s in 

favor of Washington the businessman and farmer in the literature of this time-period, 

further obscuring his role as a militant revolutionary.
116

 

Carey interpreted the message of the art as an encompassing allegory of 

individual achievement and devotion that encouraged universal identification with the 

imagery.  Carey told me that the message to all of WMC‘s visitors was that  

they (the American patriots, especially at VF) struggled to come out and 

fight for something they believed was right:  freedom and liberty… We all 

have our freedoms that we‘re fighting for and that‘s why, whether we‘re in 

the active military or businessmen from Ambler or a graduate student 

from Temple, and perhaps it has something to do with religion, it has 

something to do with your citizenship as an American… It goes beyond 

the façade of war, into the struggle itself… And the essence of what we‘re 

memorializing here is the struggle of fighting your own deprivation to find 

God in the worst possible circumstances and then come out on top and 

move forward.
117

   

 

Carey‘s interpretation of the message of WMC is a prime example of the practice of 

depoliticizing military memorial sites.  Shackel quotes a 1998 Rotary Club speech by 

Dennis Frye (a former president of the Association for the Preservation of Civil War 

Sites), who explained that ―The battlefield is not a place to study death, destruction and 

how to kill, it teaches moral courage, the value of commitment to a cause and the ultimate 

sacrifice.‖
118

   

When I asked Carey whether this sanitized the violence of the Revolution, Carey 

responded,  

I‘m not sure that it sanitizes it, but [it] says, ‗When people need or are 

asked or do things that they as human beings may not want to do but are 

either ordered to or motivated in some way to do, that if they come 

through it…, that it is for a greater purpose.‘  And I think that the spirit of 

doing that is first of all based in patriotism. But also it says that you‘ve 

done something that may not necessarily be something that you‘re proud 
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of but you‘ve done it for specific reasons, based again in your patriotism 

and the national aspect of fighting for one‘s nation.
119

   

 

The alleviation of moral ambiguity through patriotism constitutes an appeal to one‘s 

national ―higher power‖ to justify the violation of conscience.  Carey went on to describe 

how moving it was for him recently when a young Iraq veteran visited the Chapel and sat 

in on one of his tours.
120

  This brought to mind WMC‘s practice of praying for soldiers in 

combat zones every Sunday.  For Carey, this practice explicitly depoliticized any specific 

military actions. 

That‘s more important to us than who‘s shooting who and what guns 

they‘re using and where they‘re stationed even.  It‘s important to us that 

God be with them and protect them, because they‘re in a place that no man 

or person should be.  I wouldn‘t call it sanitizing, but [it] acknowledges 

the fact that they‘re in a bad place but allows us to first of all, selfishly 

gain peace that we‘re invoking God‘s protection on them by virtue of 

praying for them, but also we‘re praying for their safe return so we can 

watch them hang the musket up over the fireplace.  I guess that‘s the 

symbolism of it.  It‘s not sanitizing it per se.  We‘re not choosing to ignore 

it.  We‘re actually pointing to the peril that they‘re in but we are taking it 

away from the particular struggle into the grander struggle of just simply 

returning home and satisfying their mission, wherever they are and 

whatever they‘re doing.
121

 

 

This is a prime example of what Paul Shackel describes as the practice of depoliticizing 

military memorial sites to avoid tough questions about violence and its purposes and 

outcomes.  Here in fact, being places no one should be and doing things you‘re not proud 

of can be justified on the basis of patriotism. 

Settling Down: The Counter-Revolution  

Additionally, the framed calligraphy of ―Washington‘s Prayer for the Nation,‖ 

which was cited by Millard as evidence of Washington‘s piety, hangs near the rear 

entrance and expresses the following hopes for the nation: 
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Almighty God we make our earnest prayer that Thou wilt keep the United 

States in Thy holy protection; that Thou wilt incline the hearts of the 

citizens to cultivate a spirit of subordination and obedience to government; 

and entertain a brotherly love and affection for one another and for their 

fellow citizens of the United States at large. And finally to dispose us all 

to do justice and love mercy and to demean ourselves with that charity, 

humility and pacific temper of mind which were the characteristics of the 

Divine Author of our blessed religion, and without a humble imitation of 

whose example in these things we can never hope to be a happy nation.
122

 

 

The prayer itself is actually a composite, redacted out of a 1783 circular letter to 

the governors of the thirteen states which officially disbanded the Continental Army.  

That this ironically subverts the spirit of revolution is of course the point.  The revolution 

is over.  The national indebtedness to insubordination, disobedience, disaffection and an 

antagonistic ―temper of mind‖ are forgotten.  Though this prayer moves in the direction 

of the locative, it exploits the sense of the utopian described by Bourdieu‘s description of 

political action.   

[A] denunciation of this tacit contract of adherence to the established order 

which defines the original doxa;… Heretical subversion exploits the 

possibility of changing the social world by changing the representation of 

this world which contributes to its reality… by counterposing a 

paradoxical pre-vision, a utopia… to the original vision which apprehends 

the social world as a natural world… in itself a pre-diction which aims to 

bring about what it utters.
123

 

 

The original doxa may be the Declaration of Independence.  The paradoxical pre-vision is 

Washington‘s re-presentation of the eminently credible (for most Americans) Jesus.  The 

utopian liberation theology of revolution turns into locative statist civil religion, the 

liberation theology of the liberated.  The power of ―the people‖ must be sedated if the 

nation is to operate without a standing military.   

This prayer clarifies the import and purpose of the other visual representations in 

WMC:  the establishment of system of classification in which there are citizens, and there 
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is government.  The prayer also describes the nature of the proper relationship between 

these groups, namely, citizens are to be obedient and subordinate to government.
124

 

WMC thus idealizes an anti-revolutionary, permanent, hierarchical social order of 

asymmetrical power.  The proper relation between citizens is brotherly love, not the 

contention of loyalists and revolutionaries.  In addition to presenting images of civil 

religious exemplars as Christian icons, the classical Christian exemplar (Jesus) is also 

presented as the ideal icon for U.S. citizens desirous of a happy nation.  Washington‘s 

Jesus is intended to inspire citizens to perpetuate the suggested social and political order, 

rather than that which Washington and his colleagues initiated with inflammatory 

rhetoric and force.  The Jesus of ―Washington‘s Prayer‖ is perceived to possess certain 

characteristics of civic congeniality that might make for amiable internal relations, 

establishing a mutually reinforcing relationship with WMC‘s portrayal of Jesus in the 

Martha Washington Window —but perhaps inconsistent with the Jesus portrayed in the 

Gospels as a divisive teacher and healer, an imperial outsider who seemed especially 

attracted and attractive to those marginalized by the social order of his own day.   

“Other” Imagery 

No mention is made of those who are within the bounds of the country but outside 

the citizenry.  Nor does this prayer offer suggestions for how these non-citizens might 

relate to each other or to insiders.  In the context of the prayer, they do not exist, or, if the 

prayer is for the nation, they are not part of it.  A great deal of WMC imagery might be 

described as insider imagery, portraying heroes of the dominant White society for the 

gaze of those in dominant White society, but Burk‘s expressed interest in WMC‘s 

Americanization power indicates a desire for the gaze of those outside dominant White 
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society.  Therefore, WMC also contains representations of some of these ―others‖ in 

ways that try to establish their supportive role in the classificatory scheme of the 

American social order.  

Burk‘s windows make some attempts to represent American diversity.   These 

representations are interesting for thinking about social classifications.  By examining 

various images, I will try to ascertain WMC‘s success at this stage in gaining covenant 

adherence to their representations from these outsiders.  I will also consider images in the 

Patriots Bell Tower, which was built between 1941 and 1951 under rector Hart, with 

donations collected by the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR).
125

  This tower 

houses the WMC carillon bells, hundreds of memorial plaques, six stained glass windows 

(with 26 total medallions) and several stone friezes and inscriptions.   

In 193 total medallions I was able to identify 26 women, 21 Native Americans, 8 

children and 2 African Americans.
126

 In a Bell Tower frieze of 30 people, there is also 

one woman and one Native American.  However, none of these people appear out-of-

place in any sense that would destabilize the social order or disrupt the locative 

worldview.  They are either being assimilated, active contributors to the cause of 

American expansion and independence or uncritical bystanders.  

As already discussed, the story of Washington‘s prayer at Valley Forge is 

ultimately a story where the pacifist conviction of a Quaker is subordinated to the 

Revolutionary cause, and two successive rectors followed in his footsteps.  As discussed 

above, the British are portrayed as the enemies who ultimately surrender in defeat (the 

proper but humiliating form of military passivity).  Very early on (before the imagery 

developed) the British bought in to the WMC narrative. Lorett Treese‘s book, for 
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instance, gives an account of a British official coming to WMC in 1909 to pay homage to 

the patriots of Valley Forge. During his visit, he declared George Washington ―the 

greatest Englishman of the eighteenth century,‖ and expressed high hopes that 

Washington Memorial Chapel might become ―the nucleus of a Valhalla, a Pantheon or a 

Westminster Abbey.‖
127

   

The Women of Washington Memorial Chapel 

Regarding women, the earliest representation at WMC is the aforementioned 

statue, Sacrifice and Devotion by Bela Pratt, which depicts a woman wearing a plain 

robe, on her knees before an altar, holding a lit lamp, apparently grieving for the return of 

children (presumably soldier-sons) (Fig. 3 above).  Here, mothers that ―sacrifice‖ their 

children out of devotion to nation are honored.  The mother‘s grief does not necessarily 

sanitize war-violence, but may actually sacralize it as the necessary mode of worship or 

propitiation needed to achieve national aims.    

It should be noted that the money for eight of the thirteen windows was donated 

exclusively by women while the stained glass of the sanctuary is dominated by ―the usual 

suspects‖ for patriarchal enshrinement (white males), to whom women have played 

supporting roles in the pre-1960 American history narrative.
128

  In Burk‘s captions to the 

Martha Washington Window, the women in one medallion are identified as those who 

visited Jesus‘ tomb (other devoted women grieving for a lost one).
129

  One other 

interesting selection in this window is a woman that the caption identifies as Dorcas, who 

is not in the Gospel accounts of Jesus life, but plied a domestic trade to care for the 

destitute in Acts, not unlike what George Washington wanted from the Ladies 

Association in 1781.
130

  Dorcas is included, though the female followers of Jesus who 
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seem to have financially supported his ministry are not included.
131

 This is also 

essentially how Burk imagined women‘s involvement at Valley Forge in the winter of 

1777-78.  In a 1905 drama which Burk wrote, Martha Washington leads a sort of 

domestic task force of women doing piece work for the men and while she admonishes 

them to train their daughters in ―honest‖ domestic arts.
132

   

Beyond these images we have ―The Baptism of Pocahontas‖ in Window 2, 

―Martha Washington Ministering to a Sick Soldier at Valley Forge‖ in Window 9, and 

―Washington Receives His Mother‘s Blessing‖ in Window 13.
133

  The baptism of 

Pocahontas has of course been famously memorialized as wise recognition of the 

superiority of English religion and culture.
134

  Among the nameless women, in the 

aforementioned medallion depicting a soldier‘s return in Window 9, a wife and mother 

stands to the side, almost shielding their daughter as their patriarch hangs up his musket.  

We may suppose that they represent the innocent and defenseless for whom he fought 

and they await his transformation from violent protector to loving father and husband.   

In the stained glass of the Patriots Bell Tower, two medallions portray women as 

both ―Founders‖ and ―Hostesses.‖ The designations are probably unclear to many 

visitors.  The four ―Hostesses‖ are being greeted or recognized by Washington himself, 

so they might be women who provided hospitality to the Continental Army in Valley 

Forge, but viewers are not offered clues (Fig. 14).
135

  Burk‘s presentation of women at 

Valley Forge offered the wives of officers as more domestically-oriented versions of 

Florence Nightengale and was a popular one.   
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                     (Fig. 14) ―Hostesses‖ in the Patriots Bell Tower. (photo M. Hunter) 

 

Then, a 1976 journal of the VFHS reported that the ―camp followers‖ of the Revolution 

served both British and American armies and included many women who were enrolled 

and subject to military discipline, and even command when needed (spying, stealing, 

fighting), in addition to ―ordinary wives and paramours‖ of soldiers, all of whom 

provided various labor that was considered women‘s duty in that time.
136

  In the 

medallion, the ―Hostesses‖ aren‘t doing anything. 

The DAR emblem hangs over the heads of the four female ―Founders‖ indicating 

(given that the DAR was founded by four women in 1890) that they are the DAR 

founders, but it seems unlikely to me that many non-DAR visitors would properly 

interpret this cue.  The female ―Founders‖ might be perceived by visitors as women 

espoused to male ―Founding Fathers.‖ In either case, their co-option in support of 



140 

honoring the War of Independence and its male heroes obscures the fact that women 

lacked citizenship status for nearly one hundred and fifty years from the Declaration of 

Independence (1776) and over one hundred and thirty years from the ratification of the 

Constitution (1788) by these men.  Such contextual features simply drop out in an effort 

to represent a reformist politics of inclusion in which women are shown to participate in 

the sacred cause.  

This reform to ―bring forward some of the women of ‗76‖ was in fact part of the 

DAR‘s original intent.
137

  Despite this fact and more recent progressive projects, it is 

beyond question that the DAR and other patriotic women‘s organizations have spent a lot 

of time and money glorifying white male heroes and their achievements.
138

 In chapter 

eight of Michael Kammen‘s Mystic Chords of Memory, he connects the explosion of 

lineage-based patriotic societies, including the DAR, with the ambivalent sentiments 

about immigrants of this period.
139

  From very early in their history, the DAR had plied a 

conflicted politics of inclusion.  As a lineage based society, they are innately exclusive, 

but they always tried to encourage wide identification with American history.  Kammen 

quotes an 1899 DAR fundraising circular for Valley Forge projects that states, ―our 

ancestors were among those brave men who there suffered… But Valley Forge belongs 

to all of us.  Its memories, its associations.  We are all Daughters of the Revolution…‖  

Kammen comments, ―Well, sort of.‖
140

 

Racial “Others” at Washington Memorial Chapel 

In a 1919 commentary on the ―Window of Settlement,‖ an anonymous writer 

notes that ―Dr. Burk has worked this out along the racial and religious lines in a most 

interesting manner.‖
141

  The writer offers no further insight into that interest, but seems to 
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be admiring Burk‘s intent to ―[recognize] both the racial and religious forces involved‖ in 

settlement.
142

  The Window of Settlement (dedicated to Louis XVI and ―the French 

People‖ in 1917) includes ―Swedes,‖ ―Germans,‖ ―Indians,‖ ―French Huegonots,‖ and 

―Scotch-Irish‖ along with Lord Ogelthorpe driving off the Spanish.
143

 While some 

Spanish achievements are recognized in earlier windows, they are not welcome. 

This window contains what appears to me to be the one image of an African 

American in Burk‘s chapel windows.   In the medallion titled ―Pastorius welcomes 

German immigrants‖ a man is depicted kneeling near the feet of the person I assume to 

be Franz Daniel Pastorius (1651-1720).  Pastorius was converted to the Society of 

Friends (Quakers) by the writings of William Penn, and became an abolitionist like many 

Quakers.
144

  He bought a 15,000 acre plot from Penn that became Germantown.
145

  I 

assume the kneeling man is supposed to be a grateful freed African slave for a few 

reasons.  Pastorius‘ association with abolition is one.  The man is also colored differently 

than the Europeans and Native Americans depicted in this window.  He has short hair and 

no hat and appears to have unusually large earlobes or spacers in his earlobes, which is 

not depicted as a feature of any European or Native Americans in the images.  The vision 

is clearly one of welcome inclusion for Northern Europeans, beneficence toward Native 

Americans and African Americans, and driving off the Spanish, perhaps reflecting the 

relatively recent Spanish-American war as much as the history of Florida.   

The stained glass of the Patriots Bell Tower also contains some efforts of 

inclusion.  One of the 26 medallions is dedicated to a young African American man 

chopping wood (Fig. 15).  He is also the only male ―patriot‖ who appears to never bear 

arms (unless a small hatchet counts).
146

  While research reveals otherwise, in the 
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windows, only ―white‖ revolutionaries could be trusted to turn pacific at the appropriate 

moments, under the leadership of a proper Anglo patriarch.
147

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Fig. 15) Native and African American inclusion in the Bell Tower (photo M. Hunter). 

 

 

In another medallion of the same window, a small group of Native Americans 

appear huddled around a fire.  They too appear to play a relatively passive role in the 

Revolutionary effort.  While most white soldiers are represented in postures of general 

military readiness or labor, if not action, this grouping seems dismally interested in 

staying warm.
148

  Several stained glass medallions in the chapel depict Native Americans, 

though with the exception of Pocahontas who is being baptized into the Church of 
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England (another relatively passive recipient of Anglo beneficence), they are largely 

nameless and mention of them is left out of the window descriptions written by Burk.   

Burk was interested in Native inclusion and representation.  His plan for an 

expanded museum included eight other buildings to represent eight periods of American 

history, each with a dense and fully developed artistic program of ―artistic memorials‖ of 

―mural decorations‖ and stained glass and material culture artifacts depicting ―scenes and 

symbols of the spirit of the age‖ that would also ―reflect the art and craft of the 

people.‖
149

 The first building Burk intended would have been Pocahontas Hall for 

―representing Aborigines‖ and displaying their ―relics.‖
150

 In 1919, The Washington 

Chronicle reported that Burk had already acquired a canoe and ―two costumes‖ from 

―Seminole hereditary chief At-on-owee‖ at Ft. Lauderdale and hoped that the latter would 

also build a Seminole ―hut‖ for the museum.
151

 

By 1971, the VFHS at WMC was actively promoting awareness of African 

American and Native American participation in regiments of the colonial militia and 

especially at Valley Forge.
152

 The one Native person who is consistently named by tour 

guides, Polly Cooper, was an Oneida woman who helped the Valley Forge troops and is 

not actually pictured in the windows.
153

 Over time, the descendents of the Oneida who 

served at Valley Forge have also been enlisted to support the vision of WMC by the 

impulse to correct exclusionary history.   In 2004, the Oneida nation, in upstate New 

York had planned to donate ten million dollars to The American Revolutionary Center 

(ARC) at Valley Forge.  Acceptance of this donation was halted when Congress called 

for a re-evaluation of the planned Museum‘s spending.  Oneida representative Ray 

Halbritter was quoted, lauding the sacrality of the land, and indicating his desire, pleading 



144 

―…don‘t deny us the opportunity to honor the memory of both countries‘ patriots, whose 

blood hallowed this sacred ground.‖
154

 WMC would certainly not deny anyone that 

opportunity.  WMC was planning a special service to honor the Oneida contribution to 

the Revolution and the Valley Forge experience for Spring of 2007, but it was 

postponed.
155

 

One medallion in the Bell Tower titled ―Americanization‖ memorializes that part 

of Burk‘s intent for WMC by showing a small group of people—probably a family of 

immigrants, pledging to the flag, in the liminal state between outsider and citizen.  All of 

the representations of those who could not qualify as heroes because they would have 

fallen outside the Anglo-male-centric classification of citizen, and thus beyond the 

bounds of ―Washington‘s Prayer,‖ are properly arranged in roles that support the ongoing 

dominance of those whose identity places them within that class.  WMC‘s visual 

representations of non-white-males in the colonial era imposes a role classification on the 

non-citizens represented that attempts to establish an objectively appropriate relation to 

the dominant social order created by the patriot citizens.  Enemies surrender. Foreigners 

assimilate. Blacks contribute labor. Native Americans cooperate with European 

expansion and then huddle passively together in their own reserved space.  Women host, 

sacrifice sons, grieve as mothers and participate (rather unclearly) as founders.   

The Meaning and Function of the Chapel 

The visual culture of Washington Memorial Chapel is locative in Jonathan Z. 

Smith‘s typology, just as from Bourdieu we can see how the windows stabilize the social 

order out of the chaos of revolutionary violence:  Smith describes the locative worldview 

as, 
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concerned primarily with the cosmic and social issues of keeping one‘s 

place and reinforcing boundaries.  The vision is one of stability and 

confidence with respect to an essentially fragile cosmos, one that has been 

reorganized, with effort, out of previous modes of order and one whose 

‗appropriate order‘ must be maintained through acts of conscious labor.
156

  

 

Bourdieu writes,  

We know that the social order owes some measure of its permanence to 

the fact that it imposes schemes of classification which, being adjusted to 

objective classifications, produces a form of recognition of this order, the 

kind implied by the misrecognition of the arbitrariness of its 

foundations.
157

  

 

The visual images at WMC tell the story of the stable and confident U.S. socio-political 

order created by the conscious labor of the generation of Anglo-male patriots out of 

previous modes of British order.  We can see in the creation of the windows an act of 

conscious labor to maintain the ‗appropriate order‘ of American classification through 

representing to Americans a misrecognized vision of stability and confidence.  

Washington entered the tenuous Revolution as a wealthy slave-owning landholder and 

emerged as a well revered even more powerful, wealthy slave-owning landholder, to 

become perhaps the most highly revered American in history.  Stability and confidence 

was undoubtedly a felt need for Americans during World War One.  The relatively 

prosperous outcome of war for Washington and for others who had been able to identify 

with him and Anglo-Saxon or white Americans since the Revolution was obvious and 

such representations gave confidence to White Americans in the early twentieth-century, 

in a period when the fragility of the Anglo-Saxon cosmos was being felt.   

One of the primary ways of establishing confidence and Bourdieuian 

misrecognition in the American story at Washington Memorial Chapel is by drawing God 

into the discourse.  Other observers have noted these tendencies at WMC.  James Mayo 
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says all this more plainly when, writing about the Chapel twelve years prior to Fr. 

Larsen‘s tenure, he states that ―the architectural message is that the United States was the 

result of obeying God‘s will under the leadership of George Washington.‖
158

  Indeed, 

Burk wrote as much in the Washington Chapel Chronicle of July 15, 1913 and the 

Commander-in-Chief‘s Door bears the inscription: ―In gratitude to God for His guidance 

in the election of George Washington, Commander in Chief of the Continental 

Forces.‖
159

 

 Let us return to the theories of Giles, Morgan and Bourdieu about the 

incorporating power of story.  For many Americans, from the devoutly Christian to the 

more vaguely theistic, early American history is an authoritative religious story, in which 

it is presumed that God is the inconspicuous main character.   In other words, the political 

message of WMC is that the liberty forged through a revolution riddled with contingency 

was, in fact, far from arbitrary. It was a matter of divine destiny, which (though only 

implicitly self-aggrandizing) seems to have been the way George Washington understood 

the Revolution and represented it to the public in his verbal discourse as well.
160

   

A Time of Trial: The State of the Church and The State of the Union 

In 1970, the EC began a twenty-one year decline in membership (1970-1991).
161

 

There are numerous attributions of cause. Prominent among these are declining birth 

rates in the EC and a shift ―to the left‖ coinciding with a failure to evangelize.
162

  

According to Kew and White, the EC in the twenty-five years after World War II was 

dominated by ―liberals‖ who ―were often the exciting visionaries of our Church.‖
163

 They 

state that the period of crisis was one in which internal and external perceptions of the EC 

shifted.  Many national and ecclesial crises (a narrowly avoided heresy trial of 
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California‘s Bishop, James Pike in 1966, the ordination of women in 1974, Vietnam and 

nuclear armament, the first ordination of a lesbian in 1977 and a new edition of the BCP 

in 1979) all resulted in internal strife that divided the church along lines most easily 

described as ―conservative‖ and ―liberal.‖
164

 While the liberal leadership had earned the 

EC regard as a prominent culture-shaper, their ongoing pursuit of that agenda resulted in 

the perception that ―secular culture‖ was driving the church, rather than vice versa.
165

 A 

variety of generally more conservative ―renewal‖ movements in the Episcopal Church 

responded to stem this loss and a 1989 poll by Gallup (George Gallup himself 

Episcopalian) revealed that a majority of laypeople in the EC were far more traditional 

and orthodox than the church‘s leadership.
166

 A 1967 study had already revealed that the 

same gap existed in the early 1950‘s on issues of U.N. and U.S. relations, conscientious 

objector rights and immigration.
167

 The controversy surrounding women‘s ordination had 

revealed that the majority of bishops and the Episcopal Church Women endorsed the 

measure in principle as early as 1971, though many parish priests and laypeople opposed 

it.
168

 

 In 1965, the Hart-Cellar or ―Immigration and Nationality‖ Act had reversed the 

National Origins Formula of the Immigration Act of 1924, effectively opening 

immigration to the United States after decades of xenophobic policy.
169

 Dwight 

Pitcaithley, writing as the Chief Historian for the National Park Service, stated that until 

the 1960s, the American preservation/heritage industry presented a male dominant 

―narrative about the creation and development of the United States… a seamless, 

upwardly progressive morality tale about the greatness of the country ‗getting better and 

better in every way.‘‖
170

 This is the consistent narrative of WMC, and given the visual 
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culture it can hardly be otherwise, though it has adapted in later years to subsume other 

more critical narratives instead of running explicitly against them. 

 In a short 1976 essay called ―Legends in Stained Glass‖ Martin Marty debunked 

the Weems story of Washington‘s Prayer, but noted that two stained glass enthusiasts 

recently surveyed Revolutionary War events in stained glass and found no fewer than ten 

versions of Washington praying at Valley Forge.
171

 Marty referenced the version at 

WMC for the presence of Potts in the image.  Writing in this post-Vietnam, post-

Watergate, bicentennial year, Marty adds,  

I suppose I am to end this column with some sneer or other.  But, then, 

given the way things are these days, I guess I wouldn‘t mind if all our 

leaders or would-be leaders… might be espied getting off their asses and 

getting down to prayer.
172

  

 

Marty implies that the country was not getting better and better ―these days,‖ and 

Americans shouldn‘t be so naïve as to believe Weems‘ tale, but Marty still presents the  

mythical example as worthy of attention and imitation by American leaders. 

 Other scholars recognized the fracturing of American mythology and the advent 

of multiple American memories ―rather than a monolithic collective memory,‖ that 

resulted from the country‘s increasing social diversity.
173

 Robert Bellah recognized this 

reality in 1975, when he published The Broken Covenant: American Civil Religion in 

Time of Trial, about the history and current state of American civil religion and American 

identity.
174

 Bellah noted that the fracturing of monolithic American identity was the 

rejection of Anglo identity for America, writing, ―The rejection of the Anglo-Saxon 

image of the American goes very deep and there is a great effort to retrieve the 



149 

experience and history of all the repressed cultures that ―Americanization‖ tried to 

obliterate.‖
175

  

The politics of inclusion that Bellah describes as retrieval has various nuances.  It 

is in the context of this criticism, cynicism, fracturing and rejection of the Anglo-Saxon 

male-dominated morality tale that WMC‘s perpetuation of the same through a politics of 

inclusion makes sense, and for that tale‘s adherents, becomes most important.
176

  The 

WMC communion has found ways to continue to perpetuate national allegiances while 

embracing some elements of the revolution Bellah describes.  Historian David Potter 

writes that ―...national loyalty flourishes not by challenging and overpowering all other 

loyalties, but by subsuming them all and keeping them in a reciprocally supportive 

relationship to one another.‖
177

 At WMC we can see the ongoing work of establishing 

these reciprocal relationships that lend validity to WMC and help in its work of 

consolidating allegiances to Washington and the locative national narrative.  In 1971, the 

VFHS first reported on the military service of African American and Native Americans 

in regiments at Valley Forge.
178

 Inclusion in the visual culture of Valley Forge would 

follow twenty years later.    

Exclusion and Inclusion at WMC in the Smith and Stinson Years 

 At WMC, the national and ecclesial crises of identity were partially eclipsed by 

the near death experience of the parish, and for one extended period, WMC‘s identity as 

an Episcopal parish was given priority over its national memorial identity by the rector.  

Treese recounts this period based on 1992 interviews with Sheldon Moody Smith (1926-

2008) and records of the VFHS.  John Hart resigned as rector in 1965, though he 

remained President of the VFHS and lived at Defender‘s Gate, and was succeeded by 
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Sheldon Smith.
179

 Smith had been a Navy Chaplain in World War II, and was 

remembered for his patriotism, but his concern and determination lay with revival of the 

parish and he was selected for this purpose by church representatives.
180

  Smith reported 

that when he arrived, there was no indication that WMC was a functional parish and the 

involvement of lay-people in parish life was practically non-existent.
181

  Smith reduced 

the number of State Sunday services and weddings and initiated over two decades of 

strife between the parish and the VFHS.
182

 

 The parish grew steadily for fourteen years under Smith and by 1979, the VFHS 

was caught between a Chapel vestry that wanted it out and a Park Commission that didn‘t 

want competition.  The strife began with issues of space and John Carey described the 

late 70s as a time of political feuding that he called the ―Memorialists versus the 

Congregationalists‖ which he said divided the WMC constituency and caused some 

people to leave the church.
183

  Smith was concerned about the unavailability of space for 

parish functions that resulted from housing the VFHS and Museum.
184

  He was also 

concerned about mixed messages that he believed were sent by their mutual 

accommodations.
185

  At the time, it was possible to confuse the admission fee for the 

VFHS Museum with an admission fee to the church, which did not have such a fee and 

the visitors transitioning from museum to place of worship evinced a lack of reverence.
186

 

The legal battle that ensued received significant local news coverage and ranged from 

disputes over the authority of Burk‘s original intent to the image created by the VFHS 

gift shop.
187

 The vestry complained that the VFHS gift shop in the building ―made it look 

as if the Episcopal Church were selling souvenirs,‖ and that ―the museum‘s shop is 

offensive in a religious institution.‖
188
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 I doubt that ousting the Society or reducing patriotic services would have been 

possible before the cultural shifts of the late 1960‘s, but Smith does not seem to have had 

reservations about patriotic representation in the Chapel if it served liturgical functions.  

In midst of the controversy, the chapel‘s gift shop
189

 manager, Doris Baumbach, and 

Evelyn Townsend, a layperson, worked with WMC Carollineur Frank Law to organize 

the creation of new kneeling cushions, which are adorned with a needlepoint of the same 

praying patriot whose woodcarving decorates the pews for the choir stalls (Fig. 16).
190

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                (Fig. 16) A kneeler at Washington Memorial Chapel (photo M. Hunter). 

 

These kneelers offer a continual reminder that those who use them are imitating the 

patriot soldiers of the Revolution (despite testimony to the lack of church-kneeling by 

Washington) which actually alters the reason for their use.  They are mimetic devices that 

emphasize kneeling and prayer as a practice of imitatio patriot, rather than a particularly 

Episcopalian practice. In the words of Morgan and Promey, they ―stimulate associations‖ 



152 

between the liturgical act of Episcopalian prayer and a covenant memory about praying 

American revolutionaries, thus ―[suggesting an interpretive strategy] for making sense 

of… communal life‖ that is decidedly national in orientation.
191

   

 The VFHS won the right to stay at the Chapel in 1983, but the tension remained 

for almost a decade.  In 1992 a former military chaplain became the new rector.  Richard 

Stinson reversed the trend that Smith had begun, stating his intention to develop WMC as 

―a national shrine.‖
192

 Despite his adherence to the Anglo Saxon myth of Christian 

knighthood, cited in Chapter 1, Stinson wisely followed the reformist politics of 

inclusion.    

The first representation of African American military participation in the 

Revolution at WMC came in the form of an inscription ―To Patriots of African Descent‖ 

in the Bell Tower, which was dedicated in 1993 by the Valley Forge Alumnae Chapter of 

Delta Sigma Theta Sorority Inc. (an African American sorority).  On one hand, this 

reference, like the 1971 VFHS article, is a necessary corrective to historical ignorance.  

The previous images of African Americans highlighted their passivity, subservience or 

indebtedness to White beneficence and neglected their military participation in the 

Revolution. However, this inclusion memorializes their support for George Washington‘s 

army and the Revolution, implicitly making the cause of the Revolution, and the cause of 

WMC, Black causes, even though the most pressing Black cause of the time was 

proposed by two Quakers at the Constitutional Convention and rejected by Washington 

and the leading American statesmen.
193

  No African American soldiers are actually 

pictured at the Chapel complex as of yet, and as far as I know, no joint celebration of 

Juneteenth and Evacuation Day has ever occurred, which seems appropriate since the two 
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events are unrelated except for their contiguous placement in the historical calendar, but 

the fact that Black and White Americans celebrate their freedom separately, highlights 

the underachievement of the Revolution.  The same sorority, in cooperation with 

historian Charles Blockson and others sponsored a related memorial 200 yards from 

WMC on Park property that features three African American likenesses in martial 

regalia.
194

   

 A similar effort is evident in ―The Justice Bell,‖ a copy of the Liberty Bell used 

during the Women‘s suffrage movement that was installed on the floor of the Patriot‘s 

Bell Tower by the DAR in 1995 for the 75
th

 anniversary of women‘s suffrage (Fig. 17).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            (Fig. 17) ―The Justice Bell‖ in the Patriots Bell Tower (photo M. Hunter). 

 

The Bell‘s use in the women‘s suffrage movement was ironic, drawing attention to the 

incompleteness of the Revolution.
195

  The suffragists that toured with the bell wanted it 

kept at Independence Hall because for them, the Liberty Bell only stood for men‘s 
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freedom.
196

 The bell‘s visionary and benefactor, Katherine Wentworth Ruschenberger 

agreed with the placement, but it was contested and she ultimately bequeathed it to 

WMC.
197

 

 Here, it is triumphal where what is needed is a confessional.  It suggests that the 

Revolution made women‘s suffrage possible even though, as historian Ray Raphael 

writes, ―there were no structural changes in women‘s political roles attributable to the 

Revolution.‖
198

  In the Philadelphia-area, this is another instance when a Quaker ideal 

was suppressed by other social and religious forces.  Only one county in Pennsylvania 

supported women‘s suffrage in 1915.
199

 Beyond this, it could easily be mistaken for 

memorial to the role or stance of WMC and the DAR in the women‘s suffrage movement, 

but the opposite is true.  Despite the membership of some prominent women‘s suffrage 

activists, the DAR as an organization took an active stance against women‘s suffrage 

until shortly before the passing of the Nineteenth Amendment and opposed various 

liberal women‘s organizations and their leaders into the late 1920‘s, and it seems likely 

that WMC would have concurred.
200

  Additionally, having prided itself under Sheldon 

Smith on being theologically orthodox and liturgically conservative, WMC would almost 

undoubtedly have opposed the ordination of women in the EC that began at COA in 1974 

and was approved by the General Assembly in 1976.
201

 

Like the inclusion of African American soldiers, the bell, and its current 

placement, tries to connect the liberation movement represented in the WMC complex 

with the women‘s liberation movement, thus enlarging the representative possibilities of 

the space.  In short, Washington Memorial Chapel continues to successfully utilize a 

politics of inclusion and contribute to a collective recognition of the social and political 
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world there represented.  This world has expanded considerably beyond the group of the 

Revolution‘s primary beneficiaries.  The message of WMC is that all freedom 

movements or movements for civic inclusion in the United States grow out of this one 

and receive their possibility from it.  It extends the narrative that Pitcaithley described in 

that WMC represents the American status quo growing more inclusive and thus ―better 

and better in every way.‖ WMC allows for representations of contributions to American 

achievement that span gender and racial identity because the representation of any 

group‘s contribution incorporates that group into the family of Washington in a 

supportive role.  Larsen elaborated on the theme of broad inclusion and combined it with 

the message of patriotic sacrifice when he told me that  

One of the things that I feel very, very strongly about, in terms of the 

Chapel, is the fact that it is a memorial to all of the men and women, down 

through the course of our history that have given of their time, their 

talents, and their lives in cases, to maintain our freedom (emphasis 

mine).
202

 

 

In the 1990‘s, the backlash against various forms of cultural pluralism (which 

ranged from the insightful to the belligerent) began. One indignant filiopetist historian, 

Catherine Millard of Christian Heritage Tours wrote a rebuttal of The Rewriting of 

America‟s History in 1991.
203

  Millard was mainly concerned with historians who write 

Christian influences out of American history and therefore with attempts to debunk the 

story of story of Washington‘s Valley Forge prayer.  Her main source of rebuttal is none 

other than Herbert Burk‘s description of the Washington Window from 1926, for which 

he cites Ruth Anna Potts, whose account is essentially the same as Weems‘ and in some 

cases verbatim.
204

  Burk is cited seven times in eight pages to reaffirm Washington‘s 
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piety, with Sheldon Smith cited twice and a framed calligraphy hanging in the chapel 

cited once, all as evidence for Washington‘s prayerful piety.
205

   

Another fascinating response is the 1996 Father‘s Day article, ―Children Must be 

Protected from the Media‘s Plague of Pessimism‖ by conservative media and cultural 

critic Michael Medved.
206

 Medved began his article by emphasizing the biblical 

command to ―honor your father and mother‖ and critiqued the American Father‘s and 

Mother‘s Day traditions for letting people off the hook for the rest of the year.  Then 

Medved remarked on the childlessness of the man he referred to as ―The Father of Our 

Country‖ and added:  

One can almost see the hand of Providence in this, because it means that 

to this day, my children and your children are just as much Washington‘s 

descendents as anyone else.  In fact, we have all been adopted into the 

noble family line.  That is why it is so important that we celebrate not the 

multicultural contributions of our various ancestors in Eastern Europe or 

West Africa or Asia, but the achievements of our common forefathers, our 

national ancestors...
207

   

 

In April of 2006, after attending a special Sunday morning service for The Descendents 

of Washington‘s Army at Valley Forge, (a close substitute for being an actual child of 

Washington), it occurred to me that Medved‘s hospitality on behalf of the Washingtons 

might be resented by those who already identified strongly with their national 

ancestors.
208

 Medved simply echoed a sentiment about Washington‘s paternalism, going 

at least as far back as 1874, but his severe politics of inclusion aimed to exclude 

multicultural contributions by excising people from their cultures and grafting all 

Americans into the line of Washington.
209

  It is not how WMC would be likely to express 

itself, but its effect is the same.  In fact, the WMC inscription does not really celebrate 

Black cultural contributions.  It celebrates the acultural contribution of individuals of 
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African descent.  Medved closed by encouraging increased gratitude among Americans to 

counter what he perceived as growing national cynicism and pessimism, a theme also 

emphasized later by Fr. James Larsen of WMC.  

  I asked John Carey if he thought the art spoke differently to White Americans 

and Black Americans or Americans belonging to other minority groups.  He believed that 

this would be the case and elaborated.  He stated that ―the design definitely is for the 

White Anglo-Saxon American.‖
210

 In addition he told me that during his fourteen year 

tenure at the Chapel, there had been African Americans in the congregation and his sense 

was that they had ―assimilated into the congregation very willingly but… over time 

became somewhat uncomfortable with the surroundings.‖
211

  According to Fr. Pyles, 

there were not currently any African-American parishioners but I did notice an African 

American women singing in the paid choir on occasion in 2005 and 2006.
212

   

 Carey elaborated on the history of the Chapel, telling me that during the time 

(―1930sto 1960s‖) he described as ―the middle years of the construction of the chapel the 

congregation was primarily made up of white wealthy people from Philadelphia.  And 

they were somewhat discriminating.‖
213

 The association of upper echelon Philadelphia 

families is confirmed by the presence of such well-known family names as Biddle, 

Clothier and Pugh on the dedicatory plaques for the pews and in the framed Veterans 

Honor Roll for WWII Veterans in the sanctuary, dedicated by Dr. Hart.  John Carey‘s 

perspective on the involvement of racial minorities seemed realistic.  For instance, he told 

me that ―I‘m not sure there‘s a lot to appeal to various… minority groups here.‖
214

  

However, and I believe this deserves quoting at length, he still very much upheld a 

politics of inclusion that shifted focus away from the ―Anglo-Saxon‖ aspects of the art 



158 

when necessary, appealing at this point to the more sectarian religious aspects.  Carey 

said,  

I like in some ways to provoke those of the minority that come to visit; 

that they understand that even though those images might be absent here, 

the most important image is that which is at the high altar and that is the 

cross and that we are Christians, we are human beings, we are brothers 

and this is their church.  Not because of the absence or the inclusion of any 

racially motivated art but by the mere fact that this is a house of God and 

we are all equal in his eyes and when I say that to visitors that come in on 

a tour I will look specifically to see if there happens to be someone who is 

Hispanic or… particularly a new citizen.  I want them to understand that 

this is theirs, because they‘re Americans.  Maybe in some ways better 

Americans than you and I…   

For those that wish to participate or become part of the parish family, [it 

is] really important to me is that everyone feel comfortable and if they 

don‘t there are other places, many Episcopal Churches where they may 

feel more comfortable.  Whether they‘re white, black, Oriental or any 

other racial persuasion or orientation, whatever…they must feel 

comfortable here, ‗cause there is a culture in any church though the culture 

in this church has changed a great deal in the past 30 years… And if this 

place is not here for that then I ask that they seek an Episcopal Church 

somewhere within the Diocese to find it.  But the initial message is that 

they are welcome.
215

   

 

What is important here is that the scandal is not simply accepted.  Rather, it is seen as 

something to be overcome by making an appeal for the Chapel‘s inclusivity, either on a 

national or an ecclesial basis.   

 What was initially most remarkable to me is the general success of WMC in 

constituting Americans as a group.  It is possible that they are only able to draw people in 

because this is already how Americans want to imagine themselves: e pluribus unum.  

However, adherence to the message of WMC also seems to necessitate a certain comfort, 

if not total agreement with the system of classification it projects and the responsibilities 

that entails.  Everyone contributes, regardless of whether their ―people‖ are primary 

beneficiaries.  No one resists, critiques or complains.  A more dignifying explanation for 
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the sanction of the WMC narrative by these groups is consistent with Bourdieuian theory 

suggests that pushing for inclusion through donation can be a reciprocal form of what 

Bourdieu calls symbolic violence, coercing power from the dominant structures by 

attempting to create a sense of moral obligation to the donor.
216

  On the other hand, 

―outsiders‖ may consciously or unconsciously seek to relate to the ―insiders‖ 

representations of reality to accumulate some of the capital inherent in becoming part of 

the ―us‖ instead of remaining a ―them.‖   

Reconciliation and Divorce 

 After Stinson arrived, he quickly brokered peace with the VFHS, but in 2000-

2002 it vacated the Chapel properties and partnered with the Park Commission as it 

created the National Center for the American Revolution.
217

  When the VFHS published 

Valley Forge in 2002, Stacey Swigart reflected on their history stating that Burk had 

created the society and the chapel with distinct roles such that ―the chapel recognized the 

symbolic and spiritual importance of Valley Forge‖ and ―paid tribute to the spiritual 

change in the Continental Army.‖
218

 

The society, on the other hand, was dedicated to collecting, observing and 

interpreting the material objects, documents and records…to preserve and 

present the actual event of the Valley Forge encampment as well as other 

events of the Revolutionary War.‖
219

  

 

 This dichotomy and the vision of VFHS were not so precise and clear cut for most 

of WMC history, but when the VFHS left WMC, this clearly left WMC to emphasize the 

symbolic and spiritual components and the memorialization of various contributors and 

military veterans.  One might be inclined to think that this separation would result in 

WMC becoming a more traditional Episcopal parish, but it has continued to serve and 
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provide religious services for innumerable civic groups with little or no ties to the EC.  

This seems to be the state of things when I first discovered WMC under the newly arrived 

rector, Fr. James Larsen, in 2001. 

Church and State 

Like Burk, Larsen needed to deal with the dual agenda of the Memorial Chapel.  

Larsen told me that ―Burk had the tension between walking the fine line of our country 

and patriotism and the Christian faith, and that‘s a tight-rope that we still have to 

maintain today.‖
220

  In the following, I attend primarily to the ways that the official 

representatives have described the role and function of the place and especially the ways 

that they differentiate between Christian or Episcopal functions and civic, patriotic or 

national functions.  The particular dual role of WMC may offend many Americans who 

are sensitive about the separation of church and state and believe WMC is violating this 

boundary or prefer to keep their church-religion and their patriotism in separate spheres 

or to avoid one of those spheres altogether.
221

  Larsen admitted to me that  

There are a lot of people who get turned off by this.  All of the National 

Anthem and all of the prayers for the country and the military and 

everything else… this appeals to a certain group of people.  A lot of the 

people are former military… The people who belong to the Chapel as a 

parish are of a different ilk from many of the others.  They really want 

this.
222

  

 

Below, I will discuss how Larsen‘s sense of the scandalizing aspects of WMC were 

reiterated and elaborated upon by him and others.   

At the time of my research there were no board members of WMH who were not 

also clergy or laypeople at WMC, but like the VFHS, the separate status of WMH gave 

them a position from which to develop a WMC community that transcends the parish and 
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even the Protestant Episcopal Church (PEC).
223

  This created a great deal of ambiguity.  

For instance, though Christopher Pyles was brought to WMC in June of 2005 and 

charged with parish leadership and development, he had begun writing the WMH 

newsletters when I spoke with him in September of 2006.
224

 These newsletters in turn are 

sometimes used to promote Sunday services.
225

   

 Discussing the preservationist role of WMH, Pyles delineated the organizational 

responsibility for various elements of the material culture of WMC according to whether 

they were particular to the religious or memorial function of the Chapel.  He told me that  

those sorts of things that you might encounter at a military cemetery or a 

place like that are distinct from the Chapel.  But because they‘re 

connected to the Chapel, they are subject to the same architectural 

concerns that the Chapel is facing.  Even on the interior of the Chapel… 

all these gifts were made in memory of people.  As such, those things 

aren‘t necessarily particular to the Chapel‘s religious nature as much as 

they are part of the Chapel‘s status as a memorial.  So the Heritage 

(WMH) has been charged with the preservation and maintenance of things 

like that.
226

   

 

Regardless of the distinctions made for WMH purposes, the imagery is presented and 

taken in without a guide to tax-code discrimination and representatives do not encourage 

visitors to make distinctions.  Even though John Carey was the Vice President of WMH, 

a 501c3, he liked to talk about WMC the place as ―a perfect synthesis of church and 

state,‖ but he also admitted that he uses such language because he likes to provoke 

people.
227

  When I inquired about his use of ―state,‖ he amended his statement and began 

using ―nation,‖ stating that ―This edifice cares not about which government or which 

party or which branch of government it might have some relation to; with the exception 

of the military.‖
228

 The perpetual and uncompromising stance on supporting the military 

is based in the relatively permanent imagery.  It is a historic chain of memory in the 



162 

visual culture going back for WMC to Washington‘s encampment and secures the 

locative worldview of the constituents.
229

    

In my interview with Larsen, he discussed the founding and raison d‟etre of 

Burk‘s Chapel and its God and country roots.  When I asked him about the overall 

message of the art, Larsen explained that, 

it is very God centered in terms of the concept and in my mind yet today.  

We go ahead and say the Country, this land, is given to us by God, the 

people who were moved to go fight in the various wars and conflicts to 

maintain our freedom were moved by God to do so and gave of 

themselves and what we should be doing is giving thanks to God for what 

we‘ve got and so that is where the prime mover is in terms of motivation 

for the Chapel, the memorial services and everything else.
230

   

 

This confirms and elaborates on James Mayo‘s summary of the Chapel‘s message. 

Larsen‘s faith in a national god of Manifest Destiny and divine inspiration for war is 

really the only way to covenant with the art of WMC and maintain a ―God centered‖ 

commitment. It seems consistent with the 1930 Lambeth Conference‘s assertion of 

national enculturation.
231

 However, this explanation as the ―prime mover‖ for everything 

at the Chapel is clearly civil religious and locative to the exclusion of the Jesus-centered 

emphasis on the incarnation in the contemporary EC as a divine affirmation of 

multicultural, multinational diversity.
232

 

Pyles presented the most modest statement of the meaning of the visual culture at 

WMC, but he had also only been there a year, was unaware of some of the features I 

inquired about and interpreted the art in a way that emptied it of any theological claims 

and centered its meaning in ―faith‖ rather than God. When I asked him about the 

comprehensive message of the art, he answered, 
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That our country was founded by somebody who was a man of faith, and 

that his faith played an important role in his life.  Therefore, our country 

was founded with faith in mind and as the descendents of those who 

founded our nation, the responsibility of remaining a faithful people falls 

to us… and that it is not un-American to embrace a religious faith.
233

 

 

Meaning-Making Activity  

 Herbert Burk exemplified the locative worldview described by J.Z. Smith.  His 

dreams for Washington Chapel and Valley Forge included the expansion of the American 

civil-religious communion and the active perpetuation of the patriotic spirit among all 

Americans with special attention to assimilating those he perceived to be the least likely 

to carry it forward (youth and immigrants).
234

 It should be noted that the characters in the 

space behave to fulfill the vision of the founder.  Consolidating allegiances through 

representational inclusion in the space is certainly a meaning-making activity at WMC, 

but the distinguishing features of WMC are not limited to the material and visual context.   

 The Chapel imagery provides the necessary representations of pious religio-

patriotic action to provide examples for the perpetual continuance of such action through 

the present.  However, even those things that go beyond the imagery draw at least some 

of their energy from them.  At a church with more traditional imagery, or virtually none, 

patriotic practices and discourse could become a greater factor or none at all in the life of 

the church depending on the fluctuation of leadership over the years.  At WMC, the 

imagery is the stabilizing factor that removes the possibility that the parish could ever 

abandon the national memorializing activities of the structure, regardless of changes in 

national cultural orientation. 
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Financial Self Sacrifice and Commerce 

One of the major ongoing sacrificial practices required of covenanters from the 

beginning has been the donation of funds for the functioning and development of WMC.  

On the website, in three different places in a paper brochure, and on signs attached to 

several donation boxes, it is made clear that the Chapel does not receive any public funds, 

and thus relies on donations from its congregation and visitors.  All churches raise funds 

in a certain sense, but the discourse of fundraising at WMC sets it apart from most other 

EC parishes.  Financial contributions are lauded as mimetic sacrificial practices with 

which to honor the memory of the founding generation.  A framed calligraphy above the 

perpetually ―loaned‖ strong box of Robert Morris (a relic of patriotic financial sacrifice) 

reads: ―As our forefathers contributed of their substance towards the foundation of our 

country, let us contribute towards the maintenance of this memorial.‖ An large inscription 

on one of the choral pews reads:  

Patriots and Statesmen 

Plenipotentiaries and Soldiers 

Signers of the 

Declaration of Independence 

and Friends of Washington. 

They devoted their lives gave their 

fortunes and shed their blood in the service of their country. 

 

Funding and building developments seem to have always appealed to and drawn 

most success from the civic and national memorial functions of the place, rather than 

ecclesial functions.   In 1921 Burk installed state seals into the ceiling of the sanctuary 

(The Roof of The Republic) and without prior consent or notification, sent out bills to 

every state.  Most states paid up quickly, but Arkansas held out until 1970, when two 
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Arkansan women were shamed into action when friends told them that a sign at the 

chapel indicated their state‘s indebtedness.
235

   

Since the 1960s WMC has also operated ―The Cabin Shop‖ an adjacent gift shop 

that brings income to the church, staffed mostly by volunteers.  It too has dual purpose. 

For the volunteers, the Chapel community extends a ministry of hospitality and provides 

an important service to visitors through their work.
236

  Regardless, the gift shop also 

extends the religious/patriotic vision of the Chapel under American market forms.  

Apparently, commercial activity is valid as patriotic, religious, both, or as just plain 

necessary.  The store is stocked with numerous patriotic ornaments and artifacts, books 

and postcards, large framed prints of George Washington kneeling in the snow to pray, 

copies of the Book of Common Prayer, and a variety of food and snacks.  Since it is the 

only place to get good food in the immediate Park vicinity and has a restroom, the Cabin 

Shop gets a lot of traffic from the Park, which is sometimes redirected to the Chapel as 

well.   

Liturgy 

 Another major element of meaning making activity at Episcopal churches is the 

liturgy of the EC.  As a functioning parish, WMC performs Episcopal church services.  

However, many services at WMC are distinguishable from the services taking place at 

other Episcopal churches and the liturgy is directed toward reinscribing national identity 

and loyalty through references to the events memorialized by the visual culture.  This is 

evident in the ritual calendar.  The high point of the patriotic ritual calendar is the 

Chapel‘s celebration of Washington‘s Birthday (February 22
nd 

or thereabouts) every year, 

with its own special fanfare.  Needless to say, this is not an Episcopalian or Christian 
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holy day—but it is one at WMC.  Other major liturgical events include Evacuation Day 

(June 19
th

), French Alliance Sunday and special services for each branch of the armed 

forces (Fig. 18).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Fig. 18) Re-enactors assemble for review after the service on French Alliance Sunday 

(photo M. Hunter). 

 

 

 National referent in is not limited to these special events, because every Sunday 

(unless Christmas or Easter fall on a Sunday) is also a ―State Sunday‖ with a prayer for 

one of the fifty states, Puerto Rico and the District of Columbia.  Each Sunday, special 

prayers, written by former Dean of the National Cathedral Francis Sayer, are offered on 

behalf of a particular state, the cycle covering all 50 states, the District of Columbia and 

the territories yearly.
237

 Pyles also suggested to me that the imagery ―comes through a bit 
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more strongly when we‘re doing state services‖ because such services are often 

accompanied by a procession of veterans posting flags at the front of the nave at the 

beginning of the service.
238

  In other words, there is a visual and performative signal that 

this service is about the nation-state, its symbols and those who have been in the military, 

who become symbols in their own right.   Possessing or lacking cues like these may 

cause the imagery to undulate from foreground to background according to what sort of 

practices set the tone (and the individual or group‘s sensitivity to the images).
239

   

 In Larsen‘s descriptions of his duties he began listing groups for whom he 

performs ―special services.‖  These services are generally tailored to the group in 

question.  Larsen recited his list: 

bomber groups from Korea and Naval groups from Vietnam.  I do World 

War Two services.  I do World War One services… for descendents… For 

the DAR, that SAR, the CAR, the Colonial Dames, the Mayflower Society 

and I could keep going and going in terms of groups I have to do services 

for.
240

   

 

I have the impression that no group is turned away.  Larsen also travels widely as the 

CEO of WMH to raise funds from various groups, many of whom invite him to speak.
241

  

In his description of the special services, he also stated that  

because we are a national memorial, most of the time I do more in terms 

of patriotism than I do upon the Gospel.  Obviously, I will mention God a 

few times, but for the most part, I‘m talking about patriotism instead.
242

  

 

Larsen frequently references the visual culture of the Chapel in his talks for outside 

groups.  Just as the Chapel becomes somewhat exclusively civil religious for such 

occasions, Christian symbols take on meanings that are exclusively national and 

memorial.  Five out of six verbal references to the high altar cross at WMC discussed 

only its memorial status as a gift from Abraham Lincoln‘s family.
243

 Larsen‘s clear 
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statement of his civil religious duties and their differentiation from Christian 

particularism leaves no room to conflate the discourses of patriotism and ―the Gospel.‖   

 However, like the use of the cross, through a particular traditional approach to the 

liturgy in Episcopal services, ―the Gospel‖ can still be subsumed into a supportive 

relationship to patriotism and highlight the national memorial aspect of the church.  For 

many of the eleven o‘clock services the 1662 matins is used (as edited by Christ Church 

to delete prayers for the royal family) because it was the service being used at the time of 

the Winter Encampment at Valley Forge.
244

  Laminated copies are distributed explaining 

the desire to use the service in which Washington and the other Episcopal founding 

fathers would have partaken.  The emphasis then, is on national-historical reference, even 

in liturgical decisions, but that is not entirely consistent. 

 On Father‘s Day, June 18, 2006 I attended services mainly because a mailing 

from the WMH (probably preceding Pyles assumption of WMH newsletter duties) had 

described the service in advance, stating that ―Remarks at the 11:15 service will be 

focused on Washington‘s vision for our nation, and his leadership abilities that brought 

his ideas into reality.‖
245

 However, on the Christian liturgical calendar it was also Corpus 

Christi Sunday.  Fr. Pyles, who officiated at the service, almost entirely neglected the 

theme of Father‘s Day and made no mention of Washington.  In keeping with the 

Christian calendar, he attended to the lectionary texts for his sermon.
246

 The closing 

hymn was Henry Fosdick‘s (1878-1969) ―God of Grace and God of Glory‖ (1931) which 

includes the line, ―cure they children‘s warring madness.‖
247

 

  Larsen told me that hymn selection at WMC is used to strike some balance.  

Every service that has music (not all do) begins with the National Anthem.   The National 
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Anthem continues to open every service that has music but, lest one get the wrong idea, 

other music in the service is intentionally chosen to relativize the nationalistic 

emphasis.
248

  For instance, on one Sunday the opening hymn that followed the National 

Anthem was ―When Morning Gilds the Skies.‖
249

 The Hymn contains the following lines, 

which, juxtaposed to the National Anthem, also relativize it: 

No lovelier antiphon in all high Heav‘n is known  

Than, Jesus Christ be praised!  

There to the eternal Word the eternal psalm is heard:  

May Jesus Christ be praised!  

 

Let all the earth around ring joyous with the sound:  

May Jesus Christ be praised!  

In Heaven‘s eternal bliss the loveliest strain is this:  

May Jesus Christ be praised!
250

  

 

In proclaiming the words of this hymn, the congregation asserts that the loveliest 

song, most deserving to be heard around the world is not the National Anthem of the 

United States, but praise for Jesus Christ.  However, carillon (bells) and choral concerts 

that feature more exclusively patriotic music are also given, especially on summer 

evenings.  Rector Hart began collecting funds in 1941 to complete the forty-bell carillon 

tower planned by Burk.  Burk‘s collection of fourteen carillon bells (one for each of the 

original colonies and a ―national‖ bell) gave him enough notes to play the National 

Anthem.
251

 The Pennsylvania Society DAR raised the majority of the funds to complete 

the tower and it was dedicated on April 18, 1953, one month after singer Marian 

Anderson‘s first concert at the DAR Constitution Hall in Washington, D.C. (after over 

two decades of disputes about segregated seating there).
252

  Until a recent update, the 

website directly instructed visitors to conceive of these concerts as ―the counterpart of the 

architecture and the stained glass of the building.‖
253

 Thus, perhaps whatever degree of 
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nationalistic fervor may be lost in hymn selection is made up for in concerts more 

exclusively devoted to a patriotic repertoire.
254

 

Flags, War and the Liturgy Thereof 

Flag veneration and encouraging and celebrating those who go to war for the U.S. 

government (especially to die) is also a significant part of meaning making activity at 

WMC.
255

 Many times, these two activities are related.  The American flag was present in 

every service under Burk and Hart.
256

 In addition, the ―colors‖ of the regiments of the 

Continental Army have been ―laid up‖ over the choir stalls.  Anglican liturgical theology 

dictates that the altar should be the center of attention, but this English tradition is part of 

the Queen‘s Regulations regarding the use of regimental flags.
257

  Therefore, flags should 

be kept out of the altar space, or ―sanctuary‖ (marked by the altar railing) but are 

permissible in the ―service space‖ outside the railing.
258

  The national flag is stationed 

outside that space in ―the place of honour‖ at the preacher‘s right, which accords with 

modern ―flag code.‖
259

  In Burk‘s solicitation letter to his fellow Episcopalians he noted 

that ―One of our missionaries to the Philippines told me that the little Filipinos wave the 

Stars and Stripes and say ‗We love George Washington.‘‖
260

 During WWII, Hart proudly 

proclaimed that ―Flag Day has become so significant in the Philadelphia area, as in other 

parts of the country, that we observe… the entire week.‖
261

 While Hart‘s war-time 

comment simply affirms a flag-centered national unity, Burk‘s assertion reinforces a 

sense of national innocence or vindication in imperialistic ventures abroad.  On one visit 

in 2006 I located eleven National Flags inside the WMC complex and nearly forty on the 

grounds.
262
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 A call to prayer framed near the ―Door of the Allies‖ tells readers to ―Give thanks 

for those who in past ages built this to His glory and for those who, dying that we might 

live, have preserved for us our heritage.‖  Texts, speeches and other verbal discourse at 

WMC tend to represent the function of the military as a laudable work of self-sacrifice, 

rather than providing (at least) substantial threat of lethal violence to others.  This is 

despite the show of arms at the Chapel and some examples of verbal discourse that 

provide a greater sense of that reality.  Outside of the Chapel Windows narrative 

medallions, I found 44 armed men depicted and at least 40 old cannon guard the Chapel‘s 

perimeter.  The carved words above the lector‘s seat in the Chapel read ―Conquer or Die‖ 

and the inscribed dedication is  

In Honour of the Officers and Men of the Army… whose fidelity and zeal 

and fortitude at Valley Forge proved them worthy of the enviable privilege 

of contending for the Rights of Human Nature, the Freedom and 

Independence of their Country.   

 

The perpetual meaning of WMC for soldiers in war was shared by rector Hart.  In Hart‘s 

booklet on Valley Forge During WWII, he writes about the importance for all enlisted 

people  

to believe that all we have ever known about the power and glory of 

Valley Forge must now be practiced in our lives if ‗this evil thing that has 

come upon us‘ is to be destroyed.  Friends of Valley Forge and of America 

come to this hall and shrine to kneel before the Divine Life as Washington 

did and go forth to win the world for all people who ‗love mercy, do justly 

and walk humbly with their God.‘
263

 

  

Hart‘s biblical reference to Micah 6:8 turns participation in warfare into fundamental 

religious duty.   

Of course, since September 11, 2001, WMC has become a place to promote the 

―war on terror,‖ and flag display and veneration has been part of this effort.  I attended 
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Flag Day ceremonies on Sunday, June 11
th

 2006 at the Chapel.
264

  Approximately two 

hundred and fifty people gathered outside the ―Cloister of the Colonies‖ to hear a number 

of patriotic addresses.  The second speaker, Esteemed Leading Knight of the Benevolent 

and Protective Order of Elks (1
st
 VP, BPOE) Kyle Minnich invoked ―all the holy 

battlegrounds of U.S. history‖ and cited Woodrow Wilson‘s 1914 Independence Day 

address at Independence Hall.  Wilson had described the group identity affirming power 

of new covenanters when he stated that ―A patriotic American…is never so proud of the 

great flag under which he lives as when it comes to mean to other people as well as to 

himself a symbol of hope and liberty.‖
265

 The speaker also connected the events of 

September 11
th

 with the American military ventures in Iraq and Afghanistan.  Esteemed 

Loyal Knight (2
nd

 VP BPOE) Brenda Sheppard then introduced a Francis Hopkinson 

impersonator, who waxed eloquent on the flag‘s design.
266

  Daylin Leach (Representative 

to the Pennsylvania House from Montgomery County) next spoke of Francis Scott Key‘s 

―National Anthem.‖  Leach quoted the lesser known fourth verse of the Anthem which 

includes the lines,   

Then conquer we must, when our cause it is just, 

And this be our motto: 'In God is our trust.'. 

And the star-spangled banner in triumph shall wave 

O'er the land of the free and the home of the brave!
267

  

 

A presentation of Scouting awards was followed by a homily delivered by Fr. Larsen.  In 

it, he cited the altar cross inside the Chapel.  Further demonstrating a national use of a 

specifically Christian element of WMC‘s visual culture, he told the audience that it had 

been given by Abraham Lincoln‘s grand-daughter ―to remind us that America is the land 

of the free, home of the brave.‖ He went on to talk about his ―other favorite flag,‖ the 
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Navy Jack (a field of red and white stripes like the National Flag, adorned with a snake 

and the words ―Don‘t Tread On Me‖).  Father Larsen declared that the Navy Jack was 

―emblematic of all the Washington Chapel stands for.‖  Larsen‘s homily was followed by 

WMH President George Reisner‘s reading of Howard Schnauber‘s popular poem, ―My 

Name is Old Glory.‖  Schnauber‘s ten stanza poem, written in the voice of the American 

flag, states, among other things: 

I bow to no one! 

I am recognized all over the world. 

I am worshipped — I am saluted. 

I am loved — I am revered. 

I am respected — and I am feared. 

I have fought in every battle of every war 

for more then 200 years.
268

  

 This reading was followed by a brief history of the Pledge of Allegiance (with 

applause at the mention of the 1954 inclusion of ―under God‖) and a recitation of the 

Pledge.  Fr. Larsen‘s benediction included the encouragement to dedicate ourselves to the 

American flag.  While many events at WMC honor military personnel and veterans, this 

Flag Day event was among the most affirming of aggressive militarism.  In looking at 

other flag related aspects of the Chapel, this is not surprising. 

Larsen told me that he refers to the flags at WMC ―a lot of times‖ because they 

can be ―a teaching tool for Christian education or response to the gospel, but quite often 

it‘s also a teaching tool for patriotism.‖
269

 Larsen‘s particular enthusiasm for the Navy 

Jack is probably related to his son‘s enlistment in the Navy as well as the circumstances 

by which WMC obtained the Navy Jack in the Chapel.  It had been flying on the 

destroyer USS Donald Cook, which was the ship that fired the first missile into Iraq in 
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our current conflict.
270

  According to Larsen, the secretary of the Navy had mandated that 

the Navy Jack fly on all U.S. Naval ships until the war on terror is won.  The flag flown 

on the Donald Cook was retired and brought to WMC where Larsen states, ―We were 

asked that we fly it as a flagship of faith until the war on terrorism is won.  So it is 

standing right inside the chapel today.‖
271

   

In addition to the flags already discussed, WMC also has a full set of flags for the 

branches of the military in the hall between the Patriots Bell Tower and the Porch of the 

Allies, next to the Veterans Wall of Honor.  In the pamphlet on the Wall of Honor, WMC 

presents Valley Forge as ―the birthplace of the American soldier‖ and offers the 

opportunity, for a fee, to make someone a ―permanent part of our nation‘s history and the 

struggle for freedom.‖
272

 This, along with the thousands of names on plaques donated 

through DAR funds demonstrates the value placed on visual representation among WMC 

constituents (and perhaps sharp marketing).  A person‘s visible inclusion with 

Washington and other Veterans makes them and their contribution permanent, where it 

had been fragile and ephemeral.  Inasmuch as promotional materials for WMC‘s 

Veteran‘s Wall of Honor also present Valley Forge as the place ―where it all began,‖ 

because of the development of the Continental Army, WMC continues to present Valley 

Forge as the mythic sacred site of national creation.
273

  Therefore, whether one is inspired 

to pray, or to join the military, those reenactments are communal rituals of national re-

creation.   

The EC today has a reputation for being socio-politically and theologically liberal 

in a way that places the unique mission of WMC at the margins of the church.
274

 John 

Carey told me that Stinson‘s militarism had resulted in a theft and burning of one national 
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flag (a former congregant was suspected), and that WMC‘s support for the military had 

made it a target of Iraq war-protesters on French Alliance Sunday in 2003.
275

  Pyles told 

me that the Diocese of Pennsylvania is one of ―the top five or six most liberal in the 

country.‖
276

 In contrast, he also told me that ―this parish is much more patriotic and 

politically conservative than the rest of the Episcopal Church.‖
277

 Larsen understood that 

the nature of his position, both politically and in terms of the church he represented 

(WMC) may have alienated him in some sense from the Episcopal mainstream.  When I 

asked him about tension resulting from the political orientation of the larger Episcopal 

Church he told me  

I guess what I feel is sometimes a tension with some of my brother and 

sister clergy.  Because they know I‘m here and obviously I support the 

military and so forth and a lot of times they cannot figure out how I can do 

this and still be a Christian.
278

   

 

Ironically, this casts Larsen as the reincarnation of post GeorgeWashington, finding 

himself scrutinized by a church full of unconverted Isaac Pottses.
279

 

 In keeping with Smith‘s description of the locative worldview, Larsen and Pyles 

have emphasized that ―acts of conscious labor‖ are necessary to maintain the present 

order, explicitly expressing concern about the fragility of things and ―social issues of 

keeping one‘s place.‖
280

  In Pyles‘ Sunday sermon to members of the Descendents of 

Washington‘s Army at Valley Forge, he explicated some aspects of this order and 

challenged his hearers to think about their contributions to its maintenance.  He declared 

that  

In our own nation, there‘s a Christian legacy that has shaped the way we 

think, feel and believe, and the way we perceive ourselves and others.  The 

same is true in most western nations.  The question to ask now might be: 
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what are we doing with this status, this position we have as a particular 

people of faith?
281

  

 

Pyles went on to exhort his audience to see the disciples of the Christian scriptures and 

soldiers of Valley Forge as exemplars upon which to model our lives of faith and 

citizenship, again connecting the hearers with authoritative stories that obligate them to 

live the story out in continuity with the past.
282

   

 My interview with Larsen revealed similar deep concerns about the preservation 

of the American socio-political order.  He told me,   

What‘s going to happen here in the United States is if we don‘t value these 

freedoms and we don‘t hold them dear, we‘re going to give them up.  

Somebody else is going to take them from us and then we‘re going to have 

a dictatorship of one kind or another where we‘ve lost these freedoms and 

that is a real concern of mine… You have to value these things and hold 

them dear and not let people steal them from you and I think that may be 

the role of the Chapel also.
283

  

 

Larsen‘s standard talk to groups when he travels is a story of four generations of Boy 

Scouts in one family coming to the Boy Scout‘s annual winter encampment and visiting 

WMC.
284

  It is a story of gratitude for the sacrifices (a word used nine times in seven 

pages) of previous generations that associates the deterioration of the Chapel with 

forgetting these sacrifices.  Both Larsen and Pyles affirmed the maintenance of the status 

quo as part of the mission of WMC, and the maintenance of WMC as a way of 

maintaining the status quo. 

Conclusion 

 WMC is a church of the 80 million member (with 44 national and/or regional 

member churches) global Anglican Communion devoted to the Christian deity.  WMC 

has a unique national orientation and mission to inspire patriotism and support for the 
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American military through facilitating Americans‘ covenants with the WMC visual 

narrative; and upon this their survival now depends.  However, WMC‘s imagery appeals 

more narrowly to those Americans whose identity is shaped by adherence to the White-

male liberation story of the American Revolution.  Therefore, WMC representatives have 

offered more inclusive representations and interpretations of the imagery that attempt to 

consolidate the loyalty of others and encourage them to shape their identity in the same 

manner.  For many visiting groups, their loyalty is leveraged by imposing on them 

ownership of the Chapel and therefore responsibility for its visual and structural message 

and maintenance (―it is their church‖) through discourse about America as a gift 

preserved by previous patriots‘ virtuous financial and military self-sacrifice.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

LIBERATION IN BLACK: CHURCH OF THE ADVOCATE 

Today, the first African American rector of COA, Paul Washington (1921-2002) 

stands thirty feet tall, hovering over Frederick Douglas, a small Church of the Advocate, 

the current rector of COA, the first Black woman to become bishop, a host of others and 

a playground on Ridge Avenue in a community mural in the Strawberry Mansion section 

of Philadelphia (Fig. 19).
1
  

                          (Fig. 19) The Paul Washington Mural (photo M. Hunter). 

 

 The Christian Street YMCA Men‘s Club voted Washington the ―Man of the Year‖ in 

May of 1971, entering him into a group of award recipients that included Bayard Rustin.
2
  

The concise biographical entry for Washington in Shattuck and Hein‘s The Episcopalians 

gives no real clue as to how Washington became the hero that others remember.  COA 



179 

and Paul Washington evolved together, though on separate tracks for fifteen years before 

the Diocese that shaped them also put them together. 

In this chapter I will reintroduce the racial context of the Diocese of Pennsylvania.  

Then I will describe the development of COA‘s mission and orientation toward serving 

the African American community in North Philadelphia.  I will describe and analyze the 

development of visual culture with special attention to the way its narrative of national 

history interprets biblical texts and represents violence, the dominant social order of the 

United States, and Black liberative leadership to understand how the visual culture forms 

the religious, racial and national identity of the church.  I will explain how the visual 

culture represents a particular utopian worldview even while offering interpretations 

calculated to gain broader allegiances. 

Describing the politics inherent in Smith‘s utopian worldview, Bourdieu writes 

that  

 

Heretical subversion exploits the possibility of changing the social world 

by changing the representation of this world which contributes to its 

reality… by counterposing a paradoxical pre-vision, a utopia… to the 

original vision which apprehends the social world as a natural world… in 

itself a pre-diction which aims to bring about what it utters… making it 

conceivable and above all credible and thus creating the collective 

representations and will which contribute to its program.
3
 

 

In this sense, the counter-narrative of the COA murals are the primary meaning making 

activity at COA, fueled by the religious visual culture of dominant society that previously 

occupied the space.  Still, the murals have also created some collective will to contribute 

(meaning making practices) to their program (artistic cultural expression, rhetorically 

militant activism and cooperative community development) which, like WMC are also 

primarily of a ―civil‖ religious nature, but point people toward obligations to and 
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identifications with a civil public of the poor and oppressed in ways that disregard 

Episcopal particularity.  Though I try to maintain a basic chronology, I will include later 

verbal discourses on an image with earlier ones in my discussion so that all the layers of 

interpreting an image can be taken together. 

Black and White Episcopalians in Post-war Philadelphia 

 In 1918, Bishop Rhinelander‘s national unity agenda still seemed to assume 

White racial priority in his diocese.  He wrote to defend his decision to send Black 

candidates for ordination to a segregated seminary in the south, stating that the 

―exceptional man‖ would be welcome in the ―northern schools in which naturally the 

majority of our men are white.‖
4
 This description of the northern EC was an increasingly 

inaccurate and futile re-presentation of that communion.  Having doubled the Black 

population of Philadelphia between 1890 and 1910, The Great Migration more than 

tripled the 1890 population to 134,229 in 1920 and 219,599 in 1930.
5
  Despite 

Rhinelander‘s notion of what was ―natural‖ in the north, his Diocesan Archdeacon for 

Colored Work, Henry Phillips, was clearly aware of this trend and responding.
6
 

  In 1916, the Church News had reported its plans to increase the availability of 

church services to African Americans and described the ongoing work of the Diocesan 

―Society for the Protection of Colored Women and Girls‖ which met trains coming into 

Philadelphia and helped Black females safely adjust to the city.
7
  W.E.B. DuBois, who 

did not often praise the EC, called Henry Laird Phillips‘ work ―the most effective church 

organ in the city for benevolent and rescue work.‖
8
 His work had to keep pace with the 

changes of the city.  Phillips founded a bank, a homeless center, and a gym, and was 

responsible for founding at least five new Black congregations in the Diocese (St. Simon 
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of Cyrene, St. Cyprian‘s, St. Monica‘s, St. Mary‘s, Chester, Church of the Ascension, 

West Chester).
9
  

In the 1920‘s a sizable majority of the denomination‘s Black communicants could 

be found worshipping in northern urban parishes.
10

  Two articles from Church Advocate 

in June and July 1925 celebrated Phillips‘ fifty years in ministry in Philadelphia.  One 

article boasted that he had ―been one of the prime and significant factors in the growth of 

our church in the North during these past 3 decades‖ and the other referenced a dozen 

Black Episcopal congregations in the Philadelphia area that had benefitted or been 

birthed from his ministry.
11

  However, the growth of Black congregations also indicates 

the inhospitality of White congregations.   

Robert Harris, a Black priest remembered Phillips conducting a special service for 

Black Episcopalians in the diocese at the predominantly white Church of the Holy 

Apostles.
12

  The church was filled to capacity; the only white people present were the 

Bishop and the white clergy of Holy Apostles.  Harris recalled that after a sermon telling 

the congregants to be proud to be Black and proud to be Episcopalians, Phillips turned to 

the Bishop (Taitt) and white clergy and told them: 

You want loyal Episcopalians in the Church; you will find no more loyal 

people than our people.  You want beautiful music…, no group can 

provide more beautiful music.  Now you have opened up this great church 

to us tonight for this special service.  We are grateful.  But now you must 

open up the doors to all the churches in the diocese to all of our people for 

all of the services.
13

 

 

Some non-Episcopal clergy in North Philadelphia publicly expressed bigotry as 

more southern Blacks moved into the city.  Russell Conwell (1843-1925), founder of the 

Baptist Temple (blocks from COA) and Temple University admitted Blacks to the school 
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at its founding in 1884.  However, in an October 7, 1923 sermon at the Baptist Temple, 

he argued in favor of segregated schools, and stated that ―colored people as a race do not 

come up to the white race‖ in education and argued that ―they have become so large a 

membership of our community that they are a menace to themselves‖ and ―a menace to 

the health of white people.‖
14

  

While less explicitly prejudiced, the changing demographics in North 

Philadelphia proved too much for COA‘s rector, John Lever as well.  Apparently, many 

parishioners were moving away and The Philadelphia Bulletin, reporting on Lever‘s 

resignation in 1926, quoted him stating that ―with the removals and the changing 

neighborhood, the work will inevitably become more discouraging and… I would be 

pouring the best years of my life into what I now think is a losing enterprise.‖
15

 This was 

despite a record donation at COA‘s Easter Service that year.
16

 

Francis Marion Taitt, the Diocesan Bishop from 1929 to 1942, was basically 

unconcerned with African Americans in the Diocese, who he compared to ―contented 

cows‖ in 1940.
17

  Phillips‘ admonition indicates the degree of segregation in 

Philadelphia‘s Episcopal Churches and his utopian vision for an inclusive communion.  

Black Episcopalians were loyal, but not contented. 

COA had remained a predominantly white congregation while the Great 

Migration of blacks in the 30‘s and 40‘s changed the demographics of the neighborhood, 

and then slowly and finally the church.
18

  Installed at COA in 1946, Thomas A. 

Merryweather, a former infantry chaplain seemed ready for the change of North 

Philadelphia that had broken John Lever two decades prior.
19

  Merryweather reported that 

he had been the rector to baptize ―the first Negro‖ in the church, sometime between 1946 
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and 1951.
20

  In 1949, Merryweather published ―The Church of the Advocate: Sermon in 

Stone‖ which retells the story of COA‘s founding and describes the structure of the 

church with some attention to the nature of his ministry there.  Publications under his 

rectorship demonstrate a somewhat more universal sensibility while maintaining the 

triumphal patriotism of the era.   

In ―Sermon in Stone‖ he described the expansion of flags in the church nave and 

his ministry to international students at Temple University, where he was serving as 

advisor to The Canterbury Club.  Merryweather described twelve national flags of 

various nations in the nave, including one given by Chinese army officers, who were 

studying law enforcement in Philadelphia and had been baptized at the church.  

Liturgically reminiscent of WMC, Meryweather‘s flags appear ideologically 

contradictory.  While the flags at WMC represent national particularity, Meryweather 

wrote that the flags at COA ―were presented at special services with appropriate 

ceremonies, emphasizing the universality of the Christian religion, regardless of national 

loyalties.‖
21

   

Meryweather was clearly not opposed to civil religious celebrations.  Again 

reminiscent of WMC, the Philadelphia Bulletin article ―Patriotic Rites in Churches‖ 

reported in 1951 that ―Americanization Week will be opened with an interdenominational 

churching of the colors‖ at COA ―under auspices of the county council, Veterans of 

Foreign Wars‖ with Meryweather and VFW Chaplain Rabbi Seymour Rosen jointly 

conducting the service.
22

  Meryweather also frequently opened the church to college and 

high school groups who were studying architecture and Christian symbolism and offered 

to provide ―Church Tours‖ for groups of ten or more.  Merryweather‘s civic involvement 
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included his work as the Executive Director of the Crime Prevention Association of 

Philadelphia.
 23

  The details of Merryweather‘s ministry demonstrate an emphasis toward 

community outreach and architectural tourism indicative of a declining parish 

congregation.  More positively, these details express the ongoing significance of the 

church building and the success of its visual culture in drawing a diverse audience of 

church ―outsiders‖ to COA.   

While the dwindling group of white congregants may have had no problem with 

Meryweather‘s tours and ministry to internationals, the impending influx of Black 

congregants with whom they would have to worship might have been less welcome.  

Anticipation about the difficulty of integrating seems to be the context of an April 23, 

1950 ―Homecoming Sunday‖ sermon by former rector H. M. Medary.  Taking Mark 

11:17 (―My house shall be called a house of prayer for all nations…‖) as his text, Medary 

retells the story of COA‘s founding and subsequent growth before the sermon shifts with: 

―And then began the changes in population that are inevitable in any large city.‖
24

  

From here, Medary‘s discourse tries to represent an original doxa, or state of 

being from which the church had drifted, and to which it should return, rather than a state 

of affairs that required unprecedented actions.  He represents the EC and COA as an 

inclusive faith community reminding his audience that the church ―forbids 

discrimination‖ and citing COA‘s original elimination of the pew rentals that had 

previously established economic favoritism in the EC.  He goes on to mourn that ―a 

universal church… has been made class-bound.  It has become race restricted.  It has 

become creedally narrow.‖
25

  The apparent decline of the parish, and perhaps some 

foresight about the changes to come, led Medary to close his sermon by saying that ―I 
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still believe that this church has a use and a mission that is larger than any more parochial 

one.‖
26

  

Paul Washington reported that the previous rectors of COA had often directed 

blacks elsewhere to worship, though his four immediate predecessors (Medary, 

Meryweather, J. McNeal Wheatley and George W. Davison) were reportedly open to 

diversity and had themselves set the community-oriented agenda that Washington 

inherited.
27

  Wheatley had publicly emphasized that the parish‘s youth program ―is a 

community project… church facilities are for the use of the community‖ and ―members 

of the program need not be members of the church.‖
28

 Church growth came in the form 

of consolidation.  A 1959 Philadelphia Bulletin article on COA‘s new community day-

care described the church (under Davison) as an ―interracial church,‖ reflecting the influx 

of Black members from a recently closed parish.
29

  

The Evolution of Paul Washington 

 According to Matthew Countryman, Washington was ―a most unlikely recruit to 

black nationalist causes.‖
30

  Born in Charleston, S.C. and raised Baptist, Washington 

converted to the Episcopal Church in college and attended Philadelphia Divinity School 

in 1943.  When Washington entered the Philadelphia Divinity School in the 40‘s he was 

the first black seminarian to live in the dormitory.  Previous black seminarians were 

housed  with black families in surrounding neighborhoods. Washington noted that in his 

required clinical pastoral training had to be done at Bellevue Hospital in New York 

because the ―Episcopal Hospital refused to take [him] along with [his] white 

classmates.‖
31
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He was ordained a priest in 1947, the same year he married Christine Jackson, and 

briefly assisted at Philadelphia‘s historic Church of the Crucifixion before serving the 

diocese of Liberia as a missionary priest and educator under the Rt. Rev. Bravid Harris 

(1896-1965).
32

  Harris had previously served on the National Council in the new (1943) 

office of Secretary for Negro Work.
33

  In 1945, when Harris was elected bishop of the 

missionary district of Liberia (the first black bishop consecrated since Henry Beard 

Delany in 1918), this forceful advocate for Black Episcopalians was also promoted to 

marginalization from the American Church.
34

   

Washington returned to the states in 1954 because of concern for his family‘s 

health and was appointed vicar of St. Cyprian‘s, a black congregation.
35

  An additional 

appointment to St. Titus, a white congregation, was pending, but the congregation 

objected to a black rector.  Washington learned by word of mouth that white congregants 

had suggested that he was a sexual threat to their daughters and Bishop Oliver Hart had 

conceded to their racism.
36

 While white priests in the PEC were frequently called to serve 

black and integrated parishes, black priests were almost never called to white parishes.  

Even administrative leadership appointments in racially oriented jobs tended to be 

dominated by whites.
37

 The no-black-clergy-for-white-churches rule held.  Washington 

served St. Cyprian‘s from 1954-1962 until a scheduled neighborhood demolition 

prompted Bishop Gillespie Armstrong (d. 1964) to assign him to the George W. South 

Memorial Church of the Advocate, where Jesse Anderson Jr. served as his curate.
38

  

By 1960, 215,554 black Philadelphians lived in North Philadelphia alone and 

represented just over one-third of the total black population of 653,791.
39

 As a whole, the 

parish ministry of the EC was struggling and racial tension was increasing.  Between 
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1916 and 1966, 48 churches closed, and in 1971, arch-deacon and diocesan officer Rev. 

John McCarty declared 75 congregations on the ―brink of oblivion.
40

  Part of this 

transition had to do with suburban sprawl that depleted many predominantly white urban 

parishes.  In 1969, AECST (in West Philadelphia at the time) had the largest 

communicant membership in the Diocese at 2,435.
41

  By comparison, the recent 

integration of members of a Black parish that had been closed raised COA‘s declining 

White membership of 100 to a predominantly Black 600.
42

   

When Washington arrived at COA in June of 1962, he was a moderate-liberal 

civil-rights integrationist serving a moderate, predominantly black parish, overseen by a 

predominantly white governing structure.
43

 According to Washington himself, ―I did not 

come to the Advocate with an agenda for social change.  I came to be a pastor.‖
44

 Still, it 

was an unusual parish.  As an urban mission, subsidized first by The National Council 

and then by the diocese, COA had many unusual community programs, but little or no 

interest in radical causes.
45

   

Washington did not turn the parish around in terms of worship attendance or 

membership, and he continued to administer a very traditional Episcopal liturgy on 

Sunday mornings, with traditional organ-centered Episcopal hymns.
46

  He remembers his 

most well attended services at 450-500, down from 1,000 in the days of the second 

rector.
47

 However, Washington quickly realized that growing parish membership was not 

his goal.  In considering the decline of parish membership at COA, the comment of 

another North Philadelphia minister is apt.  ―No one,‖ he said ―could do what 

Washington is doing and build a congregation.‖
48

 Indeed, when asked about the size of 

his parish in later years, Washington would frequently tell people that there were about 
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one hundred people on Sunday morning and over 1,500 at various programs during the 

week.
49

 In some ways, it has been the intentional no-strings-attached hospitality and 

desire to gather and serve the neighborhood (without encouragement toward parish 

membership), that has resulted in the massive decline of the worshipping community 

over time.  It also creates an interesting parallel with WMC.  Like WMC, COA is a 

church of two interlocking but not strictly related groups, an Episcopal parish and a larger 

public with little interest in COA as a worshipping community of the EC. 

 Washington had interacted with the renewal movements that were trying to 

reverse the decline of the EC as far back as 1973.  Frederick P. LaCrone, the associate 

rector at St. Thomas Episcopal Church in Ohio, had written Washington in response to a 

visit there and sermon from Washington.  La Crone was involved in the Episcopal 

―movement for spiritual renaissance‖ and wanted to understand the lack of involvement 

from Black Episcopalians, and to recruit Washington to the cause.
50

  Washington‘s 

response set up a dynamic in which the ―movement for spiritual renaissance‖ needed to 

be legitimated by conversion in terms of group identification and solidarity.  

When this renaissance manifests itself in conversions which clearly 

indicate that people are turned around… to favor the people of this country 

who (God knows) need favoring today; and who will renounce, denounce 

and fight for truth, justice and mercy, then I think that those who long for 

and are struggling for His Kingdom to come will see you as being children 

of the same Father, and thus, brothers.
51

 

 

Washington‘s transition from ―pastor‖ to community activist ―with an agenda for 

social change‖ coincides with a number of events.  The national and local Episcopal 

Church was beginning to respond to the civil rights movement.  In 1959, the Revs. John 

Morris and Neil Tarplee called for the creation of an anti-segregation organization within 
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the Episcopal Church.  Over one hundred lay-people and clergy responded to form the 

Episcopal Society for Cultural and Racial Unity (ESCRU), but it was never officially part 

of the church.
52

  In Philadelphia in 1960, the locally famous Rev. Leon Sullivan (1922-

2001) of Zion Baptist Church had organized the Four Hundred Negro Ministers and the 

Selective Patronage Campaign to boycott businesses that they thought should hire and 

promote more black employees.
53

  Handling the business of desegregation in their own 

church, Black priests in the Diocese protested church-related suburban schools that 

remained segregated in the same year.
54

 When Washington came to the Advocate in 

1962, he became involved with Sullivan‘s movement and after advocating a boycott 

during a Sunday morning service, he was informed by a COA parishioner that race was 

not discussed at the Advocate.
55

  

The tension with Philadelphia police and police brutality sparked riots in 1963 

and 1964 that also launched Washington into activism.
56

 His questioning of police 

actions surrounding the Susquehanna Ave riot of 1963 resulted in his invitation from 

Mayor Tate to become a member of the Commission on Human Relations of the City of 

Philadelphia, which he did in January of 1964.  Upon the death of Bishop Armstrong in 

April of that year, Robert L. DeWitt came from Michigan to serve as the Bishop of the 

Diocese of Pennsylvania.  He chose the Advocate for his installation and the civil rights 

champion, suffragan bishop of D.C., Paul Moore, as preacher for the event.
57

 This 

transfer of power changed the Diocesan leadership dramatically in favor of civil rights 

and Black Power advocates.
58

 In June of that year, Dewitt publicly supported the 

conscientious involvement of Diocesan priests in civil rights demonstrations, including 

those that might break the law, in a Philadelphia Bulletin article.
59
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The August 1964 Columbia Ave riot turned COA into a bizarre intersection as 

Washington sought to incorporate diverse actors and maintain peace.  Police patrolling 

the neighborhood would regularly come into the church for a coffee break and a 

volunteer citizens committee called ―Operation Alert‖ would meet at the parish house to 

listen to police band radio, responding to news by racing to the scene of a call to observe 

and ―police‖ the police.
60

  Speaking of the riot at the National Convention of the PEC, 

DeWitt boldly stated ―Let us not be blind to the fact that it resulted from oppression of 

Negroes, but show that the church is aware of the situation.‖
61

  Numerous Episcopalians, 

including Paul Washington, were involved in Philadelphia‘s most publicized civil rights 

struggle; the eight-month-long (1965 and 1966) protests against the segregation of Girard 

College and DeWitt moved quickly to support the involvement of Episcopal clergy at 

some cost to the Diocese.
62

 Two PEC-related schools in Philadelphia had already 

petitioned the courts in 1964 to lift the ―white only‖ restrictions in their charters and 

asked that the children not be required to ―be trained in the faith of the Protestant 

Episcopal Church.‖
63

 

The other significant event of the summer of 1964 was the founding of the 

Freedom Library Community Project on Ridge Avenue (near 21
st
 and Jefferson, between 

COA and Girard College) by John Churchville as an educational and community 

organizing center.  Washington was quickly recruited to evening meetings at the Freedom 

Library and Churchville in turn was recruited to be the gang-worker at COA, though not 

a professing Christian at the time.
64

  Washington credited Churchville with changing him 

from a moderate integrationist to a black nationalist and advocate of Black Power.  

Washington recalled Churchville‘s personal challenge to him as:  
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You are an Episcopalian.  It is a church that represents the white 

establishment and racism in its most sophisticated but vicious fashion.  

You are going to have to make a choice, to fight for the liberation of our 

people and maybe get kicked out of this church, or you may reach a point 

where you have to leave.
65

  

 

Racial Separation and Black Unity in the EC and Philadelphia 

The EC, white and black, was struggling in these years with its own position on 

racial politics.   Beyond combating racial segregation, ESCRU had declared that the 

concepts of race, ethnicity and social class were completely out of place in the church.
66

 

However, trying to combat segregation without these concepts turned out to be more 

complex than anticipated.  One basic problem for some in the church was that the work 

of (often fairly new) white urban clergy was being publicly praised while the enduring 

efforts of black urban parishes (AECST for instance) seemed to be taken for granted.
67

  

Perhaps in response to this complaint, The Episcopalian published several articles about 

the ―Negro Episcopalian‖ in April 1963.  A response from The Witness asked why the 

denomination continued to treat ―Negro Episcopalians‖ as a distinct entity.
68

 Balancing 

objectification in the church with integration proved difficult.  In addition, ESCRU was 

beginning to divide over its mission.  Some members wanted to shift focus to white 

racism in the urban North, while others wanted to continue battling southern segregation.  

Some wanted to work more on church reform, while others looked to reform civil 

society.
69

  

    In January of 1965, the new presiding Bishop, John E. Hines declared that the 

church would do its duty to ―speak in the name of God against racial injustice.‖
70

 In 

September of the same year, a contingent of black clergy (including Jesse Anderson Sr. 

of AECST) asked permission to address the House of Bishops to inquire as to why 
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African American priests were never considered as candidates to rector white parishes 

and were still treated as outsiders in the Church.
71

  

Washington was opposed to any people being treated as outsiders.  It is in this 

context that Washington‘s involvement with the Black People‘s Unity Movement 

(BPUM) makes sense.  BPUM was founded in 1965, out of John Churchville‘s Freedom 

Library.  BPUM was an organization committed to racial unity across class and ideology.  

Community activist and BPUM elder Walter Palmer described the goal as ―operational 

unity‖ rather than agreement.  The February 5, 1966 Black Unity Rally, held at and 

partially funded by the Church of the Advocate, served as BPUM‘s coming out party.
72

  

Determined not to exclude anyone, Washington also prevented Churchville from barring 

white participants, though the latter did ask whites to give up their seats for blacks who 

were standing, resulting in a massive diocesan and city-wide controversy which even 

brought the ire of black clergy like AECST‘s Jesse Anderson Sr. who decried the 

gathering in an open letter to DeWitt.
73

  Anderson had overseen AECST‘s reversal of 

founding policy that officially segregated that church the year earlier.
74

 The fire drawn by 

the Rally indicates the state of affairs in the era when Black Power was beginning to 

emerge as a movement distinct from Civil Rights integration.  Washington ultimately 

reconciled Churchville‘s approach as a synthesis of (in Cone‘s famous juxtaposition) 

―Martin and Malcolm.‖
75

  

This middle-way approach to Black Nationalism appealed to Washington, and, 

supported by him, helps explain the diversity of liberative leaders and approaches that are 

memorialized in the Advocate murals.  The Black Unity Rally also changed the image of 

COA in the community and led to COA hosting further events, but it also led to more 
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vocal criticism within the Diocese. To be fair to Episcopalians, the larger group of 

Protestant clergy must be considered.  In 1971, four researchers published Wayward 

Shepherds:  Prejudice and the Protestant Clergy, a quantitative sociological study.
76

 

Their 1968 survey of 1,580 clergy in California representing nine Protestant 

denominations including Episcopalians, Baptists, Lutherans, Methodists and 

Presbyterians, found some interesting dichotomies.  While two-thirds of ministers agreed 

with the general statement ―The black power movement is probably necessary in order 

for white society to realize the extent of Negro frustrations and deprivations,‖  seventy-

one percent agreed with the more specific statement that ―Black power groups such as 

….(SNCC) are doing the Negro a disservice in their emphasis on racial conflict and 

violence.‖
77

  While it is possible that the latter statement is too vague (what is meant by 

―emphasis on racial conflict and violence‖?) it seems fair to say that the particularities of 

the Black power movement and platform were too radical for most Protestant clergy.
78

  

To avoid a reactionary shut-down of COA‘s programs, Bishop DeWitt appointed 

a Committee to study COA that year, made up of suburban mainline white clergy.  In 

1967, they reported approvingly to Diocesan about Washington‘s involvement with 

Black Power and his success in ―helping suburban congregations understand.‖
79

  

After Stokeley Carmichael‘s June 1966 Black Power speech, the battle 

everywhere, including the Episcopal Church, moved away from integration to black 

power.
80

 After what seemed to be the abandonment of the integration goal, John Morris 

(and some other integration minded folks) resigned from ESCRU.  Lewis describes three 

types of blacks in the Episcopal Church in this era:  ―Old ‗church workers‘‖ committed to 

working within the system, ―disillusioned ESCRUs‖ who dreamed of an integrated 
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society and a radical contingent of ―young turks‖ like Jesse Anderson Jr.
81

 Demonstrative 

of the division, about half of all black priests, led by Quentin Primo (a Black priest in 

Wilmington Delaware who had formerly served in Philadelphia) signed the ―Declaration 

by Priests who are Negroes‖ in 1967 to protest ―a subtle and well-nigh systematic 

exclusion of laity and clergy who are Negroes from the heart of the Church‘s life.‖
82

  

Washington‘s strength as a racial bridge-builder and mediator was not diminished 

by the shift from civil-rights integration to Black Power and Black nationalism.
83

 Among 

Washington‘s most impressive qualities, conveyed in his autobiography and personal 

correspondence are his humility (giving credit to others, accepting criticism and 

admitting mistakes) and his integrity (standing up to black and white alike, often at 

considerable risk).
84

 Washington‘s life demonstrates an enduring commitment to 

transcend ideology and indeed avoid any exclusive sorts of allegiances, making the title 

of his autobiography appropriate.  Describing the group of community activists with 

whom he found himself aligned, he writes, ―Not all of them called ―the Name,‖ but they 

made my ministry whole, for there are those who say, ―Lord, Lord,‖ and there are those 

who do his will.‖
85

  

Jesse Anderson Sr. had his own conversion to Black Power shortly after 

criticizing The Black Unity Rally.  He soon came to express the general concern of 

blacks that ESCRU was primarily a white organization reflecting the theology of white 

liberals, rather than an organization for black empowerment.
86

 Elected to presidency of 

the Philadelphia ESCRU chapter in 1967, Anderson, along with  Paul Washington and 

prominent COA lay-woman Barbara Harris, created separate black and white caucuses 

within Philadelphia ESCRU.
87

  When Anderson was elected as the first black president of 
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the national organization in 1968, it followed suit.
88

 That same year, as an alternative to 

ESCRU, Quentin Primo and others (including Jesse Anderson Sr.) formed the Union of 

Black Clergy and Laymen (UBCL, eventually to become the Union of Black 

Episcopalians, or UBE), some of whom even considered reviving McGuire‘s African 

Orthodox Church.
89

 

In the years 1967 and 1968, it became increasingly apparent that White and Black 

Philadelphians were not just ghettoized American voting blocks, but groups with distinct 

national identities.  Frank Rizzo (1920-1991) became Police Commissioner in 1967.  His 

notoriously brutal approach to law enforcement extended through two mayoral terms 

until 1980 and became a major component of Black-White alienation in Philadelphia.
90

  

In October 1967, The Philadelphia Bulletin reported that 250 Black students walked out 

of Simon Gratz High School, at least partly in protest against the flag salute required by 

the Board of Education.  Students were quoted saying, ―It isn‘t our flag.‖
91

  The issue of 

the flag salute and demand for black history courses and more Black teachers and 

leadership in the city school district led to a student protest at the Philadelphia Board of 

Education on November 17, 1967, which was put down by the brutal assault of Rizzo‘s 

police and resulted in a small-scale riot.  One white Episcopal priest, Marshall Bevins, 

was arrested when he intervened on behalf of a young woman, who was being dragged by 

a policeman.
92

 The following day, School superintendent Mark Shedd, who was 

sympathetic to the students, met with them at the Church of the Advocate to discuss their 

demands.
93

  

Two other events in Philadelphia the following year also demonstrate the state of 

racial affairs locally.  In late summer, COA hosted almost 8,000 participants from around 
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the country for the National Black Power Conference.  Washington wrote that ―Because 

it had become known around the nation that the Advocate was the center of the Black 

Power movement in Philadelphia, I was asked to be the host…‖
94

  This event stood in 

stark contrast to the developing plans for the future Bicentennial celebration of American 

power.  Herman Wrice, a prominent Black Episcopal layman and community activist in 

Mantua called a Bicentennial architecture project ―one of the biggest rapes of this city,‖ 

and he told faculty and students of UPenn‘s Fine Arts program, ―If you‘re going to 

celebrate 200 years of your freedom, don‘t celebrate it in my backyard.  Go build it in 

Radnor and celebrate it there.‖
95

  

  BEDC and the Black Manifesto 

In the EC, even positive steps by the National Church marginalized some Black 

Episcopalians.  The 1969 the ―Black Manifesto,‖ endorsed by the Interreligious 

Foundation for Community Organization (IFCO) at the National Black Economic 

Development Conference (BEDC) brought on the conflict.
96

  The Manifesto asked 

mainline religious groups for 500 million dollars (―fifteen dollars per nigger‖) in 

reparations.
97

James Forman called on African Americans to bring their claims to the 

churches during Sunday morning worship services.  His famous interruption of Riverside 

Church in New York actually took place three days after he had taken the Manifesto to 

Episcopal Church Headquarters in New York to demand 60 million and 60% of church 

profits.
98

  The widespread perception of the EC‘s elite prosperity made it a special target 

but Forman failed to find the presiding bishop.  Speaking to two others (Stephen Haynes 

and J. Brook Mosley), he called for the church to contribute 60 million and 60% of the 

denominations yearly profits to the Black Economic Development Corporation.
99

  When 
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word got out, white church goers and others threatened to withhold their giving if the 

church gave in to the demands.
100

 The General Convention of the Church had established 

a Special Program (GCSP) to help remedy the problems expressed by urban minorities in 

1967, but many Black Episcopalians were slighted when a Special Convention that met at 

Notre Dame (Aug 31-September 5, 1969) created a $200,000 fund for the GCSP to give 

to BEDC and overlooked Black Episcopal parishes.
101

  This small concession to the 

―Black Manifesto‖ resulted immediately in certain diocese withholding funds, while 

some individuals left the church altogether, citing rampant liberalism (bordering on 

radicalism) in the church.
102

  

Not all white Episcopalians were so stricken.  William Stringfellow and others 

had already endorsed the idea of reparations and Pennsylvania bishop Robert DeWitt 

suggested placing a one million dollar mortgage on church properties to help meet some 

of the Manifesto‘s demands.
103

  While DeWitt agreed to champion reparations locally 

and nationally, his invitation of BEDC leader Muhammad Kenyatta to Diocesan Council 

in July 1969resulted in an uproar, which in turn resulted in Paul Washington‘s resignation 

from Diocesan Council.
104

  DeWitt‘s continued pressure and a tactful rhetorical move by 

Jesse Anderson Jr. led the PA Diocese to approve a $500,000 ―restitution‖ grant to be 

administered by black clergy, though Washington expressed disappointment that BEDC 

was left out of its eventual allocation.
105

  Muhammad Kenyatta also deplored this plan 

and suggested that the commission should give the money back to the diocese, stating 

that ―If it was given to Bishop DeWitt it would find its way back into the black 

community.‖
106

 Nationally, the GCSP was the current pipeline for funds to ‗special‖ 

programs.  They formed a committee headed by John Coburn to consider the Manifesto 
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and issued a report, which mostly tactfully avoided saying ―no‖ while implicitly rejecting 

the Manifesto‘s direct demands.
107

 Leon Modeste, who controversially replaced Tollie 

Caution in the GCSP administrated the ―urban crisis fund,‖ which gave five grants to 

programs in Philadelphia in 1969, but none to the BEDC.  Modeste toured American 

cities including Philadelphia to publicize the fund‘s work.
108

 

 It was in this climate, at the October 1969 General Convention at Notre Dame that 

Isaac Miller, who would succeed Washington at COA, first met and came to appreciate 

his leadership and ministry.
109

 Chaos erupted there when Muhammad Kenyatta, 

accompanied by Washington, ascended the platform and grabbed the microphone, 

wrestling for it with presiding Bishop Hines.
110

  When order was restored, Paul 

Washington, accompanied by both Jesse Andersons and Barbara Harris, led a walk out of 

black clergy saying, ―white people had no right to set the agenda for the church by 

themselves.‖
111

  Washington credits Jesse Anderson Jr. with providing the impetus for his 

call to leave.
112

  The main issue was the deployment of funds and who had final say (it 

was usually Whites).  The support of Black clergy for the BEDC in this instance seemed 

to fall on deaf ears.
113

 

 The 1970 General Convention reversed a great deal of progress and re-solidified 

white control over the church, especially its finances.  The Diocese cut off funding to a 

youth oriented program run by Black Episcopalian laymen Herman Wrice, who attributed 

the cut to the financial pressure put on the church by the BEDC, but Muhammad 

Kenyatta rejected that thought as an attempt by whites to divide blacks.
114

  Barbara 

Harris, at the time a prominent African American professional and lay-leader at COA, 

announced the official end of ESCRU.
115

  The following period involved a great deal of 
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rethinking about the social activism and social optimism of the church in the 60s even by 

such prominent progressive spokespersons as Stringfellow.
116

 

 The Church of the Advocate and the PA Diocese remained fairly radical.  Legal 

actions protecting the Black Panther Convention that met at COA in 1970 were organized 

in a meeting at Diocesan headquarters, further demonstrating that the Advocate‘s 

embrace of the Panthers was not a rogue action.
117

 However, just prior to this event, Paul 

Washington wrote to leading White liberal churchmen, Bishop John Burt of New York 

saying,  

Just as I cannot escape the fact that I am in America but I know I am not 

of America, I feel also, that I am in the Episcopal Church but not of 

it….like an organ that has been transplanted into an organism, but where 

the ‗rejection syndrome‘ is still at work to destroy a foreign invader.
118

  

 

His sense of estrangement, even in a Diocese with a likeminded Bishop, may indicate the 

extent to which Diocesan leadership and laity were significantly misaligned. In one sense, 

Washington and Dewitt were the Diocese.  In another sense, they were vastly 

outnumbered by more conservative Episcopalians.
119

 In 1971, a rally held at the 

Advocate to raise money for Angela Davis‘ legal defense resulted in Diocesan turmoil 

and calls for parishes to withhold money from the Diocese.
120

   

The tension in the local church of Philadelphia is also demonstrated by the 

conflict around and ultimate failure of the ―experimental missionary program in race 

relations,‖ that placed a young black priest, Don Lowry, at the large all-white Trinity 

Church parish in the Philadelphia suburb of Swarthmore in December 1970.
121

  His 

appointment was highly controversial in the parish and Lowry left after eight months to 

serve a black parish in Wilmington.
122

 Some members of the church expressed remorse 
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and attempted to keep the event out of the media but Lowry was quoted as telling a 

church discussion group that, ―No black priest should serve in a parish as largely white as 

Trinity.‖
123

 

At War With This Beautiful Church 

A sonnet by Silvester, COA‘s original rector, carved in the stone of the 

ambulatory as a memorial to him, elucidates his feelings about the church. 

I could not love thee more, if flesh and blood. 

Through saints pict on thy windows light streams in 

Transformed; tints newborn, gained in passing, flood 

The beauty which all glorious is within. 

Age lacks; and storied thoughts of joy and pain 

Which haunt the old time church.  Just built, in sooth, 

Though standest like a prince in prime of youth. 

Time waits, nor from thy stones hath filched a grain; 

Arch, moulding, pier, belt-course with leafage curld 

Seam and carv‘d cap, all sound from top to ground. 

Thy works to come!  Thoul‘t live to hear the world 

Slip from its orb, perchance, and the last trump sound. 

I love thee church; thy stone I watched them laid 

Into their place, and as I watched I pray‘d.
124

 

 

In January 1901, The Advocate contentedly and confidently announced that a 

―substantial wrought iron fence‖ had been constructed to keep neighborhood boys off the 

church lawn.
125

  In the days of Meryweather, the building still apparently drew people in 

from the outside.  However, all of the work from Wheatley to Washington had to contend 

against the nature of COA‘s physical reality.  Altogether, it is fair to say that these 

neighborhood-oriented rectors operated in a building that was every bit as ―locative‖ in 

its elevation of white virtue as WMC.  Despite progressive approaches to its mission and 

workmanship, the abandonment of pew rentals, and early willingness to openly consider 

the conditions of African Americans in Philadelphia, COA was designed as a rigorously 
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orthodox Gothic building and the original imagery solidifies an Anglo-dominant 

Christian tradition that represents the American racial status quo.  The church had exulted 

in this reality for over fifty years when Washington arrived (Fig. 20).     

It was the locative power of the church that caught the attention of the 

Washington and he was highly ambivalent about the image of his church created by its 

physical reality.  He describes the image created by the external appearance of the church 

as ―imposing‖ and unwelcoming.  The interior scared his oldest child.
126

 His reception of 

similarly concerned visitors to the church eventually compelled him to initiate the 

transformation of the visual culture.  In his autobiography Washington writes, ―I was at 

war with this beautiful church from the beginning.‖
127

 The interior lines of the granite 

architecture at COA draw the eyes of the viewer upwards into a seemingly vast space.  

Aware that the church mainly communicated ―transcendence,‖ a great deal of 

Washington‘s war involved trying to get the space to speak a message of immanence. 

When Washington proposed to his curate, Loyd Winter, a cessation of high altar 

use in favor of an altar on the floor, it was symbolic of this effort (and his entire ministry 

perhaps).  Winter built the new altar himself (Fig. 20).
128

  Perhaps ironically, it is the 

church‘s massive size that also allowed it to host the events that developed its local and 

national reputation.  It is not clear whether the 1967 Committee to Study the Church of 

the Advocate understood this when they reported to the Diocese of Pennsylvania that,  

Few diocese in the country have a cathedral as impressive.  For the 

ministry of the Advocate to its neighborhood and to the social and 

religious issues of our time, however, the committee was forced to 

conclude that the Advocate‘s church building is useless.  It is far too large 

for any foreseeable congregation to support, much less fill.
129
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         (Fig. 20) COA facing the rear of the nave from platform (photo M. Hunter). 

 

 

 

The committee‘s skepticism about COA having a large congregation certainly fit well 

with Washington‘s de-prioritizing of Sunday services, but lacked the foresight to see the 

utility of the large space. 

Given the events and the constituency that filled the liturgical space between 1966 

and 1970, Washington‘s concern shifted from the space itself to the imagery; in particular 

the lack of images with which African-Americans could personally identify.
130

 In fact, 

the prevalence of images that they identified with their oppressors caused the COA of 

1950-1976 to stand in stark contrast to Richard Giles‘ call for contextualization in the 

imagery of churches.  If anything, the images at COA alienated African Americans in 

their glorification of whiteness and failure to tell any stories that would have dignified 

African Americans or validated their experiences. 
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 (Table 3) Large Events Hosted at COA (1966-1974). 
Date Event Speakers Attendance 

February 1966 Black Unity Rally Julian Bond 200 + 

July & Aug. 1966 SNCC Rallies Stokeley Carmichael July – uncertain 

August -2000 

Aug. 29-Sept. 1, 

1968 

National Black Power 

Conference 

Nathan Wright, Ron 

Karenga, LeRoi Jones 

(Amiri Baraka), Jesse 

Jackson, Max Stamford  

Approx. 8,000 

Dec. 14, 1969 Memorial Service for 

Fred Hampton 

Reggie Schell, Wesley 

Cook (Mumia Abu-

Jamal) 

1,000 

Sept. 1970 Black Panther Party‘s 

Revolutionary People‘s 

Constitutional 

Convention 

Huey Newton 5-7,000 for the 

whole event, co-

hosted by Temple 

University. 

Mar. 21, 1971 ―A Spiritual Experience 

in the Spirit of Unity‖ 

 

Unknown – inter-

religious event with 

presentations and 

performances on 5 

―religious systems‖ 

unknown 

Feb. 26, 1972 Jazz funeral for Lee 

Morgan 

unknown 800 

July 29, 1974 Women‘s Ordination Paul Washington, 

Edward Welles, Daniel 

Corrigan, Charles 

Willie 

2,000 

 

 

In particular the image of the Ethiopian eunuch and the gentle but dominant white 

Phillip, may have been a powerful mnemonic device (Fig. 2).  Though Pennsylvania had 

relatively few lynchings, the NAACP magazine Crisis had kept the issue of lynching in 

front of the African American public and forged a visual collective memory of lynching 

from roughly 1910 to the mid-1930s.
131

  As editor, W.E.B. DuBois had insisted on 

unhesitatingly realistic imagery (including photos, illustrations, political cartoons, and 

other art) with accompanying articles that gave graphic details of the torture and 

execution of African Americans including castrations.
132

Crisis images also frequently 
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incorporated Christian imagery, though crucifixion rather than baptism dominated that 

imagery.
133

  Unlike the Clayton and Bell stained glass, the Crisis illustrators worked hard 

to avoid a racially humiliating hieratic scale that would ―[place] the black male in a 

position of servitude in any images.
134

 It seems feasible that, given the juxtaposition of 

Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch as the only image representing a relationship between a 

―white‖ and ―Black‖ person, Blacks who began to attend COA in the late 1940s or 1950s 

may have made a derogatory association.   

Washington stated that people at the church would frequently ask him, ―How can 

we look at this white image for our liberation when it is our experience that it is the white 

man who is our oppressor?‖
135

 He began to envision an artistic project that would narrate 

the connection between the Christian Bible and ―the black experience revealed and 

defined in religious terms.‖
136

 

Revisioning  

Black community murals were as American as… the American 

Revolution.  Precisely like the Founding Fathers…using visual images in 

order to gain control over political and cultural symbols.  Since the 18
th

 

century, virtually every reform and radical movement has recognized the 

special political power of images to shape the way people see themselves 

and others.
137

   

 

Today visitors are often startled upon entering the church to find fourteen huge, 

beautiful and sometimes disturbing murals by two African American artists (Richard 

Watson and Walter Edmonds). Added to the church between 1973 and 1977, each 

painting is inspired by a biblical passage and parallel statement on African American 

history, supplied by Washington, who commissioned them.
138

 One irony of this project is 

that when it began, it had been three years since the last large gathering of radicals.  The 
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murals went up after the period when Black Power thrived and COA hosted its largest 

gatherings of African American activists, when they theoretically would have been most 

useful for Washington‘s original purposes, but during the years that Frank Rizzo reigned 

as mayor of Philadelphia, actively opposing his administration.
139

  

However, in this period of relative uncertainty after the Vietnam War and the 

dissolution of Black Power leadership, they memorialize the radical activism of the past, 

establish a representation of perpetual revolution and liberation and project a utopian 

vision into the future.  In the place of the earlier activists, the murals themselves continue 

to call for revolution, just as they call into question the legitimacy of the status quo and 

the sufficiency of the liberation struggle depicted at WMC.  They are a pictorial analogue 

to Frederick Douglas‘s famous speech ―What to the slave is the 4
th

 of July?‖  The group 

consolidated as ―Americans‖ at WMC is in some sense unmade as African American 

artists represent their community as a national ―other‖ not to be gathered into the e 

pluribus unum of the nation-state.  Their own iconic and archetypal liberators oppose the 

dominant social order of America.  The essentially locative and Eurocentric space is 

coerced by the murals to send a different message.  The resulting admixture of imagery 

results in an even more powerful enactment and display of liberation in black.     

 Again, Smith‘s notion of utopian spaces connects to Bourdieu‘s understanding of 

politics.  Smith‘s notion of utopian space is related to a vision of ―breaking out or 

breaking free of all walls… salvation achieved through acts of rebellion and 

transcendence.‖
140

  He also describes it in literal terms that indicate his sense of utopian 

space as un-locatable or, ―nowhere.‖
141

 Bourdieu‘s own description of politics reflects 

similar ideas.  
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Politics begins, strictly speaking, with the denunciation of this tacit 

contract of adherence to the established order which defines the original 

doxa;… Heretical subversion exploits the possibility of changing the 

social world by changing the representation of this world which 

contributes to its reality… by counterposing a paradoxical pre-vision, a 

utopia… to the original vision which apprehends the social world as a 

natural world… in itself a pre-diction which aims to bring about what it 

utters… making it conceivable and above all credible and thus creating the 

collective representations and will which contribute to its program.
142

 

 

The murals of the Church of the Advocate do in fact offer a ―paradoxical 

prevision‖ of the world, a heretical re-presentation and denunciation of the world of the 

American social order created by the patriotic generation (Fig. 22).   

 

(Fig. 21) Floor Plan of Church of the Advocate. The fourteen murals begin on the east 

wall (top) of the left transept and cycle counter clockwise along the outside wall, ending 

on the east wall of the right transept.  The stained glass of the Ethiopian eunuch is in the 

bottom right (southwest) circular baptismal area.  Drawing by architect Charles Burns, 

taken by permission from a pamphlet on sale at the Church of the Advocate. 
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The narrative structure of the images in stained glass at WMC is based on civil 

religious nationalism, proceeding in 13 windows (for the 13 colonies) from the life of 

Christ to the colonization of the new world, and ends with the Republic and the patriarch 

Washington.  The narrative structure of the murals at the Advocate uses 14 panels (the 

number of Stations of the Cross) and  ―follows a traditional biblical cycle‖ that begins, 

―In the beginning…‖ and ends with an eschatological vision, thus remaking the world 

from beginning to end.
143

   

The program for the May 7, 1978 mural dedication cites the suffering of slavery 

that inspired ―The Negro Spiritual‖ and explained that  

The Advocate Murals depict that suffering both in its blatancy as well as 

in more sophisticated forms… They also depict the effect of this suffering 

as some succumbed.. as well as those who said with their lives, ‗Before 

I‘ll be a slave, I‘ll be buried in my grave.‘ They progress from Creation 

through slavery and suffering, rebellion and revolt, hope and despair, the 

joy of an Emancipation given and taken away, the ―Samson Syndrome‖ of 

the sixties, ending with ―I have a Dream.‖
144

 

 

A thorough explanation of the mural cycle is necessary because a failure to do so 

would misrepresent the identity and collective memory being created by the murals. This 

will include significant attention to texts associated with the murals and the question 

sparked by Robert Orsi‘s analysis of the relationship between discourse and image-based 

devotional practices.  At COA, Washington provided the artists, Richard Watson and 

Walter Edmonds with short biblical texts and parallel statements about African American 

history that explained what he wanted to portray.
145

  These texts were displayed with the 

murals from their unveiling in 1978 until around 2001, when their deterioration from 

moisture resulted in their removal.
146

  Washington and the artists wrote longer pieces of 

commentary later and reported about the creation process to Rev. Ellen Bacon McKinley 
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in 1992, who provided copies of her notes and transcriptions to COA and they were 

edited and revised into a large booklet about the art that is regularly distributed to visitors 

as a polysemic guide to their interpretation.
147

  Richard Watson supplied even more 

commentary in an interview with William Yalowitz and his colleagues, who was working 

with Art Sanctuary (a youth oriented arts organization associated with COA) to create a 

drama based on the murals.
148

  During the main years of my research (2002-2007), 

Richard Watson, Isaac Miller and Jeffrey Hart (Art Sanctuary) all gave ―tours‖ of COA 

in which mural interpretation figured significantly.  I have imbedded pieces of all of these 

interpretive tools in my analysis, though readers should understand that with the 

exception of the biblical texts and parallels, most of it was unavailable until 1992 except 

when oral discourse was provided.  In the course of my graduate work at Temple, I also 

had opportunities to introduce various classes to the space, and felt personally compelled 

to act as the murals‘ interpreter. 

The text-image relationship is more important at COA than WMC.  At WMC, the 

texts help us identify the specificities of the visual narrative and understand Burk‘s 

original vision and his locative worldview, but they are not readily made available to 

visitors.  Official interpretation is left up to qualified tour guides.  COA regularly 

distributes guides to visitors, and in a conversation with Richard Watson communicated 

to me his own desire for the texts to be presented with the murals.
149

 After offering some 

cultural context, I will offer a thorough review of the murals with more extensive 

attention to interpretation and analysis of the text-image relationship at the halfway point, 

Painting Eight.
150

  I focus more analysis there because of my interest in the violence of 

that image and the way the text-image relationship there gives us clues to help us 
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understand that relationship across the narrative.  The importance of texts to aid 

interpretation at COA is also partially explained by the similarity and difference between 

the COA murals and the tradition of community murals (also referred to as ―street 

murals‖), to which I will now turn. 

The Medium and the Message in Black Community Murals 

Black community murals, unlike some other forms of art, are painted for a 

specific community-audience and often even painted under the supervision of that 

community-audience with their hopes and designs in mind.
151

  Philadelphians today are 

privileged to live in a city with nearly 3,000 community murals, but the phenomenon is 

very new.
152

  The black muralists of the Harlem Renaissance era were influenced by 

W.E.B. DuBois and Charles S. Johnson, who edited NAACP magazines Crisis and 

Opportunity, respectively and strove through enlisting African American artists for 

cover-pieces, to literally change the image of Blacks in America.
153

   

The revolutionary art of Mexican muralists was also influential for artists of the 

Harlem Renaissance and the San Francisco art scene.
154

 During the New Deal, Works 

Progress Administration (WPA) murals and Post-Office murals brought mural-art to the 

public, but largely neglected African American themes.
155

  The murals of Aaron Douglas, 

Hale Woodruff and Charles Alston in the 1930s and John Biggers and Charles White in 

the 1940s significantly changed the public presentation of African Americans but, relying 

on patronage, did so primarily in the context of African American Colleges, Universities 

and other institutions.
156

  Up to this point, murals were almost exclusively painted in-

doors.  
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 In Philadelphia, public art featuring African Americans has been controversial.  

The large 1934 ―Memorial to Colored Soldiers and Sailors‖ features soldiers depicted 

with stereotypically Black features, and the ideals for which they fought and died, 

(―Liberty‖ etc.) are personified in statues of women with stereotypically White features.  

At the same time, Penny Balkin Bach notes that Antonio Salemme‘s ―Negro Spiritual,‖ a 

nude sculpture of Paul Robeson for the Rittenhouse Square Exhibition was rejected by 

the Art Alliance executive committee who ―expressed their apprehension of the 

consequences of exhibiting such a figure in public, especially a figure of a Negro, as the 

colored problem seems unusually great in Philadelphia.‖
157

 A patriotic memorial to 

patriotic African Americans was acceptable.  A nude statue of a Black radical was 

unacceptable.  While the nudity may have been an issue, Robeson‘s racial identity was 

the expressed obstacle.  Even as late as 2000, Philadelphia‘s Mural Arts Program 

Director Jane Golden reported that she received ―shockingly offensive‖ resistance from 

white residents of Germantown to a proposed Underground Railroad mural there.
158

 

 In 1966, students at George Washington High School in San Francisco protested 

the WPA murals by Victor Arnautoff at their school, which depicted, among other things, 

George Washington and his slaves.  They demanded that Dewey Crumpler, a Bay-area 

African American artist, be commissioned to paint a mural depicting ―the strengths and 

positive contributions of peoples of color.‖
159

 In 1974, three panels by Crumpler 

depicting African, Asian and Native American contributions were finally installed.  The 

―Black Panel‖ is an intense fusion of fiery images related to slavery, African civilization 

and contemporary African American life.
160

 A year after this initial protest, the mural 

―Wall of Respect‖ in Chicago by William Walker and others, exploded on to the scene.  
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Receiving national coverage in Ebony that year, this first exterior Black community 

mural literally changed the face of public art in America‘s cities.
161

 In Philadelphia, the 

Museum of Art‘s Department of Urban Outreach hired Clarence Wood, an African 

American, and Don Kaiser, a European American, in 1971 to develop ―neighborhood-

based public art,‖ and clean up gang-related graffiti.
162

    

 As scholars and practitioners of community murals describe the process, what the 

mural will mean has been decided for the artist by the community-audience; sometimes 

even before any sketches are made.
163

 Community input is needed because many 

community murals are painted by outside artists with little or no previous connection to 

the neighborhood.  Community members do not need interpretive tools after-the-fact 

because they were involved in the process, but they become the guardians of meaning 

and interpretation over time.  The value of community input prior to painting is also true 

to a significant degree at COA, as Paul Washington described, but he and the artists seem 

to have operated with more autonomy, based on their sense of connectedness to the 

community and the authority granted them by the community.   

Washington‘s public criticisms of police brutality, his skills as an orator, his 

support for BPUM, and his dogged inclusiveness gave him large quantities of what 

Bourdieu would call ―personal political capital‖ that translated for Washington into 

representative power.
164

 Temple University social administration professor Thad Mathis, 

an activist himself in the 1960s, recalled that, "If you were holding a demonstration on 

any issue… and if Father Paul showed up, you and your organization were given instant 

credibility."
165

 Washington had the very astute sense of what was happening to him 

sociologically. 
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Discussing the murals, he told Ellen McKinley that,  

the ideas originated in the minds of the people…there are times when we 

allow ourselves to be defined by our profession… I am the rector of this 

institution called the Church of the Advocate.  I could therefore articulate 

things which they were feeling.  I had the respectability.  I had the ears of 

the people whose ears they did not have.  They, therefore gave me the 

great gift of being a spokesman.‖
166

  

 

In considering that role, Bourdieu writes that ―The spokesman appropriates not only the 

words of the group of non-professionals… but also the very power of that group, which 

he helps to produce by lending it a voice recognized as legitimate…‖
167

 

Even though COA was a veritable community center for ―the people,‖ 

Washington and his constituents were aware that COA functions as a gathering place for 

large events and groups from beyond the immediate community. Therefore, artists, 

clerics and others needed to become or provide interpreters of the community‘s art to a 

greater degree than in the street mural tradition.  The texts created serve to educate 

culturally illiterate outsiders who visit the church and to bring them into the community-

audience of those who agree upon the meaning of the murals and therefore the meaning 

of the history that the murals present.  The guidance offered by texts, and sometimes by 

tour guides who are familiar with the authoritative texts, facilitates the conversion of 

visitors from community outsiders to community insiders, thus consolidating their 

allegiance, or gaining their covenant in the words of Morgan.
168

   

Black Panther Influence 

The transvaluation of roles that turns the despised and oppressed into 

symbols of salvation and rebirth is nothing new in the history of human 

culture, but when it occurs, it is an indication of new cultural directions, 

perhaps of a deep cultural revolution.
169
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The Black Panther Party‘s (BPP) program of revolutionary art was also a clear 

influence on the COA murals.  Black Panther founder Huey Newton (1942-1989), whose 

thought and movement influenced the COA artists, is an example of someone who 

crafted violent narratives of power to create larger collectives.  Though largely in conflict 

with the dominant society, Newton also identified himself with American Revolutionary 

George Washington.
170

  In Newton‘s writings he appears to ―know‖ everything that 

Bourdieu ―knows‖ about political action and representation.
171

  A crucial part of this 

political action for Newton became subverting the respectable image of dominant 

institutions through new (and often violent) images (e.g., police officers become ―pigs‖) 

and the Panthers continued to deploy violent imagery strategically to attract potential 

sympathizers.
172

 While similar to Black community murals in that the program is 

community-audience driven, the BPP was a hierarchically ordered and elite-minded 

political unit of the Black community.   

Washington, Edmonds, Watson and many other Philadelphians would have been 

exposed to the BPP program at the Revolutionary People‘s Constitutional Convention in 

1970 at the latest.  When Wes Mumia Cook (Mumia Abu-Jamal) became the Lieutenant 

of Information for the BPP Philadelphia chapter in the summer of 1969, The Black 

Panther was already selling over 100,000 copies a week and the local chapter‘s activities 

were being covered by the white media in Philadelphia.
173

   

Explaining the art, BPP Minister of Culture Emory Douglas, the writer of a May 

1968 essay in The Black Panther, and creator of many popular BPP political cartoons, 

wrote that ―this kind of art enlightens the party to continue its vigorous attack against the 

enemy, as well as educate the masses of black people.‖
174

 He then describes an approach 
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that clearly represents the images created by Walter Edmonds. ―We, the Black Panther 

artists, draw deadly pictures of the enemy-pictures that show him at death‘s door or 

dead… choking to death on their inhuman ways…‖
175

  Specifically, Emory describes 

scenes that resonate in the paintings of Walter Edmonds at COA: 

Minister of Justice H. Rap Brown burning America down; he knows she 

plans to never come around;…Stokeley Carmichael with hand grenade in 

hand pointed at the Statue of Liberty;… LeRoi Jones asking ‗Who will 

survive America?‘ ‗Black people will survive America…‘ Minister of 

Defense Huey P. Newton defending the black community.
176

 

  

Violent victory is not restricted to BPP personalities either.  Emory describes 

―Pictures that show black people kicking down prison gates – sniping bombers shooting 

down helicopters police mayors governors senators …Americans – We shall conquer 

without a doubt.‖
177

 Emory also suggests representing the degradation of such American 

icons as Standard Oil and the Bank of America and personalities like John Rockefeller 

and George Wallace.
178

  Walter Edmonds‘ Paintings Five, Eight, Eleven and Thirteen all 

(intentionally or otherwise) follow this suggested program which Emory says is intended 

to provoke imagination that the things portrayed are possible and even righteous.
179

  

Perhaps in retaliation to the Black Panther art program, the police in Philadelphia waged 

a tactical counter-revolution in 1970 that included the humiliation of Panthers on the 

street and in The Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, where images of Panthers being arrested 

in their underwear on the sidewalk after a late-night raid appeared.
180

  

Episcopalian Influence? 

The question becomes whether the COA murals have any specifically 

Episcopalian artistic influences at all.  Several examples from sources outside COA 

suggest that what happened at COA was part of an emerging trend in the EC.  Former 
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AECST rector, Jesse Anderson Jr., who had been curate under Paul Washington at COA, 

reported to me that during the 60‘s and 70‘s following his educational experience at 

Lincoln University and his awareness of Albert Cleage‘s ―Shrine of the Black Madonna,‖ 

his participation in the Episcopalian ―Union of Black Clergy and Laity‖ created in him  

a desire to bring about an awakening and awareness of our African 

heritage to as many persons as possible and to incorporate it into our 

worship experiences and ecclesiastical vestments, artifacts, stained glass 

windows etc., as ‗Image is Everything.‘
181

 

 

The early sixties did involve a revival of art and symbolism in mainline Protestant 

churches, including Episcopal churches, despite their earlier pioneering in this area.
182

  

However, according to Anderson, the desire of many African Americans to express their 

heritage was not being integrated artistically with their spirituality in the Episcopal 

Church and he began to do that when he served as a priest in Washington, D.C., starting 

in the later sixties.
183

  Anderson suggests that he was one of the first to integrate these 

movements.
184

   

In 1973, Black Episcopalian Warner R. Traynham published Christian Faith in 

Black and White:  A Primer in Theology from the Black Perspective.
185

 In it, Traynham 

insists on that images of a Black Christ be prominent in ―every church in America‖ 

because by visualizing Christ as an ―other‖ ―it would be visually clear that a person who 

does not love his strange brother cannot love Christ either.‖
186

  Traynham also defends 

(morally and tactically) the use of violence by the Black community in response to 

oppression and draws numerous parallels between the Bible and the Black Experience.
187

 

At COA, the Exodus theme of the murals reflects an aligning of biblical and 

African American narratives that dates in the Diocese of Philadelphia at least to 1808, 
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when the first rector of AECST, Absalom Jones, made that connection in his sermon 

celebrating the end of the American slave trade.
188

  The biblical Exodus was crucial for 

constructing African American counter-narratives and nineteenth century Black 

Nationalism in the urban north.
189

  In describing his vision for the murals, Paul 

Washington explained to his congregation that he was ―finding parallel situations in our 

experience to what we read in the Old Testament every Sunday.‖
190

 While not an 

advocate of violence, Washington‘s sermons in the years leading up to the mural painting 

evoked a violent revolutionary imagination similar to that which inspired the Panther art 

program.   

Paul Washington‟s Preamble 

 In a January 27, 1973 sermon at Christ Church, ―On the Occasion of the Cease-

Fire‖ in Vietnam, Washington expressed anxiety that the end of the war would bring 

complacency to the movement to fulfill ―the pledge of ‗one nation under God, indivisible 

with liberty and justice for all.‘‖
191

 From this time on, he began calling on his audience to 

―fight‖ in nearly every sermon.  With the American violence in Vietnam over, he began 

using a stronger rhetoric of battle to motivate his audience while simultaneously 

wrestling with the ethics and theology of violence. 

In February of 1973, Washington began to preach a ―Negro History Series,‖ 

crafting material that would ultimately be revealed as part of the mural text/images.  On 

February fourth he began by considering the atrocities of slavery.  His sermon outline 

includes the following statement, ―Joseph‘s brothers sold him into slavery into Egypt.  

Our brothers also sold us into slavery into America, the Caribbean, South America.‖
192

 

He went on to preach about the pervasiveness of slave revolts and their obscurity in 
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public history, highlighting the revolts of Boukman and Toussaint L‘Overture in Haiti.  

He concludes with questions regarding the violence of God in the biblical Exodus and the 

black struggle that followed him for at least a decade: ―What is God‘s posture in relation 

to the experiences of this new modern oppressed suffering people?‖
193

  

 The next week he discussed the revolts of Gabriel Prosser, Denmark Vesey and 

Nat Turner.   L‘Overture, Turner and Vesey are also described in DuBois‘ The Negro 

Church.
194

  Drawing on other sources, and indicating the degree to which these events 

were becoming part of public consciousness, the August 1972 issue of Ebony contained 

an article by Jack Slater called ―Crazy Niggers‖ which also featured accounts of Prosser, 

Vesey and Turner.
195

  DuBois‘ account, redacted from other sources, includes a 

description of Vesey‘s biblical interpretation and Turner‘s sense of calling, both 

consistent with the COA renderings.
196

  Washington included the fact that while Prosser‘s 

orders to kill exempted Frenchmen, Methodists and Quakers, they did not exempt 

Episcopalians, (signaling the church‘s complicity in Virginia slave oppression) and told 

his audience that the Vesey and Prosser revolts had been betrayed by Black ―House 

Servants.‖
197

   

Washington also included a quote from Prosser‘s trial, where the doomed 

defendant stated that ―I have nothing more to offer than what General Washington would 

have had to offer had he been taken by the British and put to trial by them.‖
198

  Here, 

Washington begins to exercise the power of group-making by asking his listeners 

whether they would have been with the rebels or the ―House Servants.‖
199

  He told them 

that ―God chooses sides.  Freedom and Liberty is a part of what religion is all about.  The 

overthrow of evil and oppression are what our faith is all about.  Whose side was God 
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on?‖
200

  Washington concluded by noting that the Haitian slaves had freed themselves 

while ―Our American version of how we obtained freedom is that: ‗Abraham Lincoln 

freed the slaves.‘‖
201

 

 During Lent, in April of the same year, Washington‘s preached from the story of 

Ezekiel (37:1-14) in which Ezekiel sees dry bones come back to life.  Here Washington 

produces a representation of the American social world that ―destroys‖ the representation 

of America at WMC.
202

  Washington suggested that African Americans were a new 

Israel, in a new American-Babylonian captivity, and that America itself was in captivity 

to the oppression it had wrought.  Washington compared America to Ezekiel‘s dry bones 

and declared that  

if this new Babylon will turn from its wickedness, it will live; if it can hear 

the anguish from which Malcolm X and Stokeley Carmichael and Martin 

Luther King spoke, they might live; if it can hear the message of the hot 

summers of the sixties, it can live.
203

 

 

Washington went on to decry the unity of the church with the nation, specifically 

mentioning the slogans ―One Nation Under God‖ and ―God and Country.‖
204

  He issued a 

call to fight ―for justice‖ and said that the church ―must not just parrot our Lord‘s words 

and say that ‗I have come that you may have life and that you may have it more 

abundantly,‘ but remember also that the same Lord said, ‗he who seeks to save his life 

shall lose it…‘‖
205

 Whether aware of this or not, this last statement offers what Bourdieu 

would call a ―heretical subversion‖ of Burk‘s interpretation of the life of Jesus at WMC, 

where Jesus offers the benefits of western civilization to White humanity.
206

  

 Washington‘s rhetorical reliance on the narrative that he seeks to counter 

demonstrates the relational existence of his own discourse.
207

  Washington then compared 
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the suffering of Black people in America to the sufferings of Jesus and told his audience 

that like the sufferings of Joseph and Jesus, the suffering of Black people were to make 

them ―like the prophets of old who preserved a remnant of the old Israel and were the 

salvation of the Nations.‖
208

  

As the murals went up, they were covered with sheets of black plastic, so that 

they could be unveiled all at once.  Within the years of their painting, COA played host to 

a number of other revolutionary events and sermons, which I will attempt to integrate 

with the account of the mural cycle.  Nearly all of the ideas present in the murals are 

contained in Washington‘s sermons preceding the mural project or at least leading up to 

the unveiling.  While Washington seems to be the singular driving force behind the 

murals, he stated that ―most of the ideas originated, not in my mind, but the ideas 

originated in the feelings and the minds of the people,‖ and credited his own ability to 

articulate those feelings to his ability to listen.
209

  In this sense, Washington was the 

community mural artist who received the message of the murals as determined by the 

community, but Washington was clearly the priest of two communities, the parish and the 

activists.  Washington stated that the money for the murals (basically supplies) came 

from offerings made in church by the COA congregation.
210

 However, a great deal of 

evidence, including the murals themselves, seems to indicate that he designed the murals 

with the activists in mind, which is consistent with his sense of pastoral responsibility to 

those outside the church. 

The Mural Narrative Cycle 

The physical placement of the images is in homologous relation to their message.  

The pre-vision and the utopian fulfillment murals (the 1
st
 and 14

th
 respectively and the 
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largest murals in the series at approximately 15x20) are high on the east walls at the front 

of each transept and framing the ―high-church‖ apse and chancel (Fig. 22).   

 

        (Fig. 22) The north transept with Painting 1 at right of picture (photo M. Hunter). 

 

 

Like the architecture, they draw the eyes of the viewer upwards and represent the 

transcendent utopian realm. But, consistent with Washington‘s vision of down-to-earth 

spatial theology, again based in the Episcopalian emphasis on the theology of incarnation, 

the mural sequence does not allow one to stand transfixed, looking upward. The murals 

depicting slavery and subversive rebellions hang along the side aisles, just below the 

stained glass panes of White-European saints and rulers.  They draw the gaze of the 

viewer down to eye-level, where oppression and its resulting visual-political subversion 

simmer and finally bubble over in murals of violent resistance.  The mural-narrative 

drops from the garden scene and recedes along the left-hand (from congregations 

perspective) wall of the transept and aisle, primarily describing the sufferings of slavery, 
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and then continues on the right wall, proceeding toward the front right, primarily telling 

of the struggle for freedom along the right wall of the aisle and then the transept before 

exploding into the utopian glory of the last mural on the right front wall of the transept.   

Painting One, the last painting completed by Richard Watson for the church in 

1976,  illustrates his conception of Genesis 1:1, ―In the beginning, God created…‖ and 

depicts an African couple standing naked in ―the garden‖ next to the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil.
211

  This mural alone lacks a parallel statement and 

commentary.  Instead, an abbreviated version of Genesis 1 is included that moves quickly 

from verse one to the creation of the sun and moon to the creation of ―man‖ (male and 

female) in ―the image of God‖ to God‘s declaration of creation‘s goodness.
212

  It is the 

pre-diction in which the original social order is not American, but African, and it affirms 

the ―good-ness‖ of Black.  This large mural (15x20), which hangs high on the left front 

wall of the transept is followed by two murals on the left side wall of the transept which 

depict Africans being gathered up, shackled, bought and sold, and taken into slavery (Fig. 

22).   

Painting Two, completed in 1974, illustrates Watson‘s vision of a theme that 

Washington had discussed in his first Black History sermon of February 1973.  The text 

for this mural is Genesis 37:27, ―Come, let us sell him to the Ishmaelites.‖
213

 The parallel 

states: ―We, too, were sold into slavery, and Watson‘s commentary says,  

―As Africans were systematically captured, enslaved and transported to 

work in the sugar plantations and the cotton plantations, they could 

never have imagined what lat in store for them.  Herded like cattle and 

loaded upon ships, they were at times sold by their African captors as 

spoils of war to European slave traders.‖
214
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This commentary begins to elicit empathy from readers, but deflects the defensiveness of 

Whites, and perhaps the sense of victimization by an outside force, by focusing on the 

complicity of Africans in the slave trade.  Painting Three by Walter Edmonds is based on 

the very next verse, Genesis 37:28 ―And they brought Joseph into Egypt (Fig. 23).‖
215

  

 

(Fig. 23) Painting 3 by Edmonds (photo M. Hunter). 

 

 

The parallel statement is a sweeping indictment of the America-as-promised-land Anglo-

American mythology.  It reads ―And we were brought into America.‖
216

  Edmonds 

commentary elucidates similar themes in poetic fashion:   

As Joseph, by his brothers was sold into slavery 

As black people were sold into slavery 

We, too were drawn by the glitter of gold and power 

which manifests itself in our 20
th

 century civilization 

The bodies and souls of people feed on this power-mad technology 

apparatus 

leaving broken bodies and twisted souls 

So we the people left the soil and 

are chained to our contemporary civilization.
217
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Edmonds‘ text carries the theme of African complicity in the comparison using 

―brothers‖ and invokes the contemporary milieu to subtly indict ―black people‖ and 

Joseph for buying into the corrosive systems (also indicted) of the nations to which they 

were taken.  There is no direct indictment as yet of White Americans, unless the ghastly-

pink, barely-human face is taken as such, but already the murals display a biblical 

counter-narrative and subvert predominant White representations of the American social 

world.  If at WMC, America is implicitly the promised land and George Washington is 

Moses, then at COA, America is explicitly Egypt and it follows that George Washington 

(in particular) and other heroes of the Revolutionary period who owned slaves, must be 

incarnations of Pharoah.
218

   

Painting Four is the first mural in the left aisle, from Exodus 1:10, ―Come, let us 

deal shrewdly with them…‖ was also completed in 1974 by Richard Watson, and 

Washington‘s parallel reads: ―We began to feel that we were created to be slaves.‖
219

  

This comment suggests that ―…adherence to the established order which defines the 

original doxa…‖ of the Euro-American nation-state was almost secured.
220

  The power of 

the center to define the reality of the situation is nearly solidified, subversion almost 

nullified, and the self-fulfilling prophecy of the stable, social order of obedience to 

masters was nearly completed.  This mural, along the left aisle wall, depicts (somewhat 

abstractly) the further traumas of slavery in a composite of collage-type images of 

subjugation with a ray of hope shining on the face of one person.  The commentary by 

Watson elaborates on the less physical aspects: 

The element of psychological enslavement, as well as brute force and 

cruel treatment, was used to degrade and destroy the Africans‘ sense of 

self and humanity.  Their language was taken away, their religious 
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practices suppressed and outlawed, as well as names and family 

connections.  Fear replaced pride and the concepts of white supremacy 

were instilled.  Through it all the spirit of the African homeland was 

embedded.
221

 

 

This is the first explicit indictment naming White in negative connotation, but even here 

it is the tools of enslavement being ―used‖ by unidentified actors and ―the concepts of 

white supremacy‖ acting passively that are called out, rather than the actors who utilized 

or instilled them.  However, in Watson‘s original statement to McKinley, he wrote about 

―the force of white supremacy always present when the white man was there.‖
222

 The 

revised statement is less condemning, or less empowering of White presence.  Beyond 

the despair of passivity, the only hint of the coming revolution lies in the ambiguous 

embedding of ―the spirit of the African homeland.‖
223

  

The fifth mural shows five fiery men in shackles that keep them bent forward, 

leaning toward the viewer, hovering over a Dante-esque Inferno of demons, substance 

abuse, and illicit (one supposes) sex.
224

  Above them, being consumed in the flames, 

looms the Capitol dome, an eagle with a dollar sign emblazoned on its chest, a car, a 

Coke, a missile and an Orb with cross, a symbol of Christendom carried during English 

coronations (Fig. 25).  The biblical text Washington assigned was Isaiah 53:3 ―A man of 

sorrows and acquainted with grief…‖
225

  This text is interpreted by most in the Christian 

tradition to refer prophetically to Jesus.  Therefore, most Christians would likely be 

drawn to consider the suffering of African slaves as analogous to the suffering of Jesus, a 

theme in Washington‘s April 8, 1973 Lent sermon discussed above, but Washington‘s 

parallel and Edmonds‘ commentary don‘t lead that way; perhaps because it would not be 

necessary.   
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(Fig. 24) Painting 5 by Edmonds (photo M. Hunter). 

 

The parallel states simply:  ―Can it be described?‖
226

  Again, Edmonds‘ 

commentary brings us to the present and turns the experience of chattel slavery in 

America into a metaphor for the contemporary American experience that only includes 

the Black experience. 

 

The weight of our society is heavy 

 on our shoulders. 

We are slaves who are burdened with 

Consumption and waste, 

Technology and science, 

Power and dominance, 

Engineering and machinery. 

The chains that bond us are 

Alcoholism and drug addiction, 

Shadows, demons and paranoia, 

Sexual promiscuities, 
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Parasites, roaches and rats, 

The dead, dying and vanishing forest.
227

 

 

               The commentary here is wholly consistent with Washington‘s own sense of the 

pressing problems in the COA community.  Studying COA in the early nineties, Katie 

Day wrote that Washington has ―interpreted the threats to be addressed as being 

structural, cultural, material in origin… particularly as demonstrated by the institutions of 

the state and religion… [not] as spiritual or individual; rather, personal malaise is the 

consequence of the greater evils.‖
228

   

 

 

                  (Fig. 25) Eagle and Capital in Painting 5 at COA (photo M. Hunter). 

 

 

In interesting comparison, the images of eagle and capitol are juxtaposed similarly 

left and right in the bottom medallions of the ―Window of the Union‖ at Washington 

Memorial Chapel, though presented in much more glorified fashion.  At WMC the eagle 

symbolizes The Union of the original thirteen states, bearing a red, white and blue shield 
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instead of the dollar sign, and with the traditional thirteen arrows and the olive branch.  

The Capitol is in glorious array, with a sunset backdrop (Fig. 26).  Likewise, the English 

orb and cross symbol of Christendom that burns in this mural can symbolize the White 

Christian discourse deployed by Burk‘s description of the ―Church‘s conquest of the 

world‖ in the Bishop White window.
229

  The COA image us thus a powerful ―exorcism‖ 

in Bourdieu‘s terms that ―exploits the possibility of changing the social world by 

changing the representation of this world which contributes to its reality,‖ essentially 

desecrating these symbols by connecting them with commodification and national 

oppression rather than prosperity and national unity.
230

   

 

(Fig. 26) Eagle and Capital at WMC in ―Union‖ Window (photo M. Hunter). 

 

Gender in Image and Practice 

In 1974, the struggle for liberation and empowerment of African Americans at 

COA was extended to women in the church.  Paul Washington had a history of promoting 

women in his ministry, therefore Washington hosted, sponsored and endorsed the July 
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29, 1974 ―irregular‖ ordination of the ―Philadelphia Eleven‖ (the first eleven women 

priests in the EC), at the Church of the Advocate, which eventually led to the ordination 

of women across the EC and a small-scale schism.
231

 The speaker for their ordination, 

Charles Willie, explicitly linked the justice sought by these women to that sought by 

African Americans.
232

 Washington‘s own comments on the event connect the struggles 

for Black and women‘s rights as well.  He writes, ―Our part in that struggle in the 

Episcopal Church, U.S.A., gained a special impetus from the civil rights 

movement…Practicing civil disobedience prepared us for the day that ecclesial 

disobedience would be required.‖
233

 The event created an intense backlash (as expected), 

but not all the critics of women‘s ordination came from ideologically conservative 

locations in the church.
234

  Some Episcopalians in this era and following expressed 

concern that attention to women and homosexuals pushed unfinished racial business with 

blacks to a back burner.  In 1974, the Episcopal Church had only fourteen black 

seminarians in all of its eleven schools.
235

 

Completed in 1974, Painting Six, in the rear corner of the same wall as Painting 

Five, depicts enslaved women, one naked to the waist, one almost entirely covered, one 

with a chain around her neck and one hanging upside-down, among others (Fig. 27).  

Here, another portion of the same verse in Isaiah, ―He is despised and rejected by men…‖ 

is now explicitly connected to Jesus by the parallel: ―Jesus was despised.  We, too, were 

despised.‖
236

  Watson‘s commentary highlights the particular suffering of women, as well 

as their resilience, when he writes, 
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                        (Fig. 27) Painting 6 by Watson (photo M. Hunter). 

 

Slaves were regarded as property and by many as less than human.  The 

acceptance of that notion led the way for the harsh and brutal treatment 

of the Africans in America.  The women were vulnerable to any and all 

liberties that a slaveowner wished to take.  African men were brutalized 

at will, maimed and lynched.  In spite of these atrocities, the African 

woman retained strength and courage as a guiding force for her family 

(as much as they were allowed), as well as ―Nanny‖ for the 

slaveholder‘s children.
237

 

 

Watson‘s commentary and painting could be read as a defense of female 

leadership in the Black family against Assistant Secretary of Labor Daniel Patrick 

Moynihan‘s massively controversial policy memorandum ―The Negro Family: The Case 

for National Action,‖ which was released in 1965.
238

  Moynihan‘s report offers a great 

deal of statistical data to say that the ―new crisis in race relations‖ is essentially the 

outgrowth of ―deterioration of the fabric of Negro society‖ combined with justifiable 

expectations by Black Americans for progress.
239

  According to the report, the 

deterioration of the black community was itself the result of ―the deterioration of the 
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Negro family,‖ which was declared to be ―the fundamental source of the weakness of the 

Negro community‖ and itself was the effect of ―3 centuries of exploitation.‖
240

 

Furthermore, the report states that at the heart of this weakness is the gendered nature of a 

disjuncture between the African American community and the rest of the country.  In the 

fourth section, entitled ―The Tangle of Pathology,‖ Moynihan wrote that, ―Ours is a 

society which presumes male leadership in public and private… A subculture, such as 

that of the Negro American, in which this is not the pattern, is placed at a distinct 

disadvantage.‖
241

 Rather than disparaging the predominant (and inaccurate
242

) stereotype 

of female-led households, or critiquing the presumption of male leadership, Watson‘s 

commentary gives credit to Black women for their leadership in Black families.  It does 

not however, credit them with an active role in the liberation of Black people.  The 

paintings that follow this one all emphasize Black male leadership.   

Painting Seven, a joint effort of Watson and Edmonds completed in 1974 hangs 

on the rear wall of the church, directly adjacent to Painting Six.  The mural is split 

vertically and Edmonds‘ right side, slightly larger, shows Frederick Douglas, his head 

and arms emerging as if from a mountain, with hands outstretched over a handful of 

cowering naked men.  Watson‘s left side has several figures, but the most notable is a 

thin woman with braided locks whose left arm extends into the other side of the canvas 

and holds a key, dangling from a lanyard (Fig. 28).  The biblical text, Exodus 3:10 

(parenthetical by Washington), contains God‘s commission: ―Now therefore, I will send 

thee [Moses] unto Pharoah…‖ and the parallel states: ―So God called Douglas and 

Harriet... Saying, ‗Let my people go!‖
243
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          (Fig. 28) Painting 7 by Watson and Edmonds (photo M. Hunter). 

 

 

Again America is indicted as the African American‘s Egypt and its slaveholders 

as Pharoahs.  Watson‘s commentary reads: 

Frederick Douglas was the foremost leader of African descent for the 

emancipation of his people.  An eloquent spokesman, he wrote, 

published, spoke and aroused the populace in the cause for freedom.  

He was a shining example of dignity and confidence for Africans in 

America.
244

 

 

Edmonds‘ commentary also focuses on Douglas: 

A prophet of old. 

His name is Frederick Douglass. 

He understands the light that 

shines from above. 

He points the way to out salvation. 

Some of us are moved to act and question\ 

The light that appears before us. 

Some of us see not the light, though 

it shines bright above. 

So we are not moved to follow the light.
245
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Edmonds‘ commentary carries echoes of the Gospel of John chapter one, as well 

as Irving Berlin‘s ―God bless America‖ (―through the night with a light from above‖), 

thus appealing to the ―sayings of the tribe‖ for Christians and Americans in general.  His 

reference to the ambivalence of African American response to revolutionary leaders is 

repeated in Painting Eleven. Such references seem intended to provoke soul-searching on 

the part of the audience, to lead the ambivalent or complacent to become followers, 

covenanting with the images.   

There is an interesting discrepancy here in the treatment of these leaders.  The 

first is calling Frederick Douglas by his last name and Harriet Tubman by her first, a sign 

of formality with the former and informality with the latter.  The second discrepancy is 

the complete lack of reference to Harriet Tubman in the commentary.  She holds a key 

with which to loose the bonds of slavery and she is the only female mentioned by name 

in the texts for any mural.  Here, and in other murals, the iconic individual male liberator 

of Walter Edmonds‘ is balanced to some extent by the beautifully rendered portraits of 

numerous unnamed women in Richard Watson‘s murals (and one may assume that the 

woman in the first mural is Eve).  However, due to the ethereal quality of Richard 

Watson‘s beautiful paintings, it is hard to determine what any of the figures is doing.  

Therefore, since Watson‘s paintings are the only ones with prominent female subjects, 

and they are the hardest to ―read,‖ the visual and textual narrative suggests passivity on 

the part of women with regards to the main theme of the narrative: liberation.  In her role 

as a prominent Black priest in the mid-1980s Barbara Harris expressed a perspective that 

reflects some of the more positive assessments of the male-dominant Black Power 
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organizations.
246

  She states that inclusive language was likely to be a greater concern to 

White feminists than to Black women, explaining that  

Black people don‘t have any problems relating to ―God the Father‖ or to 

his Son… We need the maleness of Christ.  A hymn like ―Rise up, O men 

of God‖ is a challenge for our brothers to come and join us in the 

struggle.
247

 

 

However, this does not diminish her equal call for ―strong Black male and female images 

and success.‖
248

 

There is a related gender dynamic in the artists‘ portrayal of oppressors.  In 

Edmonds‘ paintings the iconic oppressor is also a single male figure.  However, in 

Richard Watson‘s Painting Four, a ghostly White woman, representing a female slave-

owner, just barely appears as part of the mechanism of psychological degradation.
249

  

Man to Man: Performing and Interpreting Violent Masculinity 

The overpowering sense that this is a story of male combat must be understood in 

light of the time.  Just as the windows and other images at WMC emerged during the era 

of ―muscular Christianity‖ in the United States, the murals at COA also emerged during a 

period of particular masculine consciousness in the African American community.  Peniel 

Joseph addresses this phenomenon and the reactions from women in Black Power 

organizations generally in his book about Black Power movements and Kelly Brown 

Douglas critiques the theological elements of male dominance in the formation of Black 

Theology.
250

  Matthew Countryman‘s book about Civil Rights and Black Power describes 

extreme variance in the experiences of Black women in these organizations nationally 

and in Philadelphia.  The picture that emerges in Countryman‘s narrative suggests that 

(with the possible exception of the BPP) in Philadelphia, Black women‘s leadership was 
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perhaps more empowered than elsewhere, and that many women supported ―the 

restoration of black masculinity‖ as an agenda, while benefitting from a mutual decision-

making process.
251

    

According to Countryman, the leading figure in Philadelphia Civil Rights when 

the Moynihan report was released during the mid-sixties was Cecil B. Moore.
252

  Moore 

blended a Black nationalist discourse of self-defense with a discourse of equality and 

desegregation, which Countryman describes as ―The Masculinist Discourse of Self-

Defense,‖ more important for its performative quality than for violent intent.
253

  

Countryman writes that the deployment of the discourse of masculinist self-defense (―to 

talk violence‖ to police) in Philadelphia protests and pickets was an opportunity for black 

men to perform recognizably American masculinity and ―reclaim the prerogatives due 

men in a male-dominated society.‖
254

  In the same way, the murals at COA don‘t simply 

defend the violent actions African American males of the past.  They represent the 

performance of assertive, and even aggressive Black male leadership in the liberation 

struggles of the African American community, demonstrating the felt need for the 

recognition of Black male dignity in the wake of the Moynihan Report. Bourdieu 

describes the ―articulatory style‖ of the ―lower classes‖ as dominated by… the 

valorization of virility… that designates a capacity for verbal [and] physical violence.‖
255

 

One can ascertain the ripeness of the ideology of self-defense mounted earlier by Robert 

F. Williams and others as many African Americans became disaffected with commitment 

to sacrificial nonviolence in the face of brutal repression and killings.
256

   

The murals are a counter narrative to the stained glass.  African American men in 

the murals are not eunuchs passively receiving salvation from saintly Whites, nor are they 



235 

symbolically adorned with weaponry.  They wield their weapons to proactively seize 

salvation from their oppressors and offer it to their people.  Kathryn Morgan‘s 1973 essay 

on ―Black Image and Blackness‖ spoke poetically to this theme.  Writing in the voice of a 

(male?) black freedom fighter she states,  

Here, have some freedom, brothers… Where did I get it?  In the Civil 

war? No, that was a joke.  In World War I?  No, they lynched me after 

that…. How did I get it?  No, it was not a gift.  I fought.  I fought silently, 

without fanfare, without glory, without compensation.  But it was me who 

freed me.  Nobody else.
257

  

 

As we will see, Kathryn Morgan‘s desire to assert responsible Black agency for liberation 

and dismiss the nation-state as extraneous (at best) was shared by Washington and 

demonstrates a politics of exclusion in the mural cycle that is revised slightly in later 

interpretations.
258

   

 Paintings Eight through Eleven, which hang in the right aisle wall from back to 

front, exemplify this discourse visually.  In contrast to WMC, which depicts a war in 

relatively sanitized fashion (without aggressors and without acts of violence perpetrated 

by the heroes), the murals at the Advocate depict their liberation struggle with intensely 

violent imagery.  I sometimes refer to Painting Eight by Edmonds, with some crucial but 

subtle touches by Watson as a subversive enculturation of St. George and the Dragon.
259

  

The mural shows a male slave with a still shackled left hand gripping the throat of a 

ghastly White head while his right hand holds a dagger that he plunges downward 

towards the face.  Three ghostly but humane Black faces look on from behind him (Fig. 

29).         
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                (Fig. 29) Painting 8 by Watson and Edmonds (photo M. Hunter). 

    

This painting in particular seems like a likely candidate for the kind of discursive 

hedging that Orsi alludes to, since American collective memory tends to obscure internal 

violence. When one enters the church from the northwest door, as I did on my first foray 

into COA over ten years ago, this painting is the first mural one sees.  At the time, I 

confess that I felt rather desperate for some discursive hedging.  I wanted somebody to 

tell me that I would not be too closely identified with the ghastly White face by anyone 

who might personally identify with the armed Black liberator.  Despite my education and 

life experience, White guilt and fear die hard. 

 This mural is worthy of closer attention because the complex discourse that is 

actually connected to this mural is an example of a pattern that exists in the texts of other 

murals in the series.  The biblical text which this mural illustrates is Exodus 12:29, ―The 
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Lord smote the first born of Egypt.‖
260

 On the level of illustration then, the man who has 

broken his shackles represents the angel of death, killing the oppressor for God.  

Washington‘s parallel reads, ―So there was a great and terrible war… L‘Overture, Nat 

Turner, Harriet Tubman.‖ This text takes us out of the biblical story and into the story of 

the Americas. The inclusion of successful Haitian revolutionary Toussaint L‘Overture 

seems pointedly consistent with a celebratory tone set in Paintings Seven, Eight, Ten and 

Eleven.  The exclusion of such revolutionaries as Denmark Vesey and Gabriel Prosser, 

and the inclusion of Tubman, may have as much to do with the total failure of the former 

revolts and Tubman‘s success, as opposed to gender inclusivity.  While Turner‘s revolt 

did not exactly succeed, he and his band of freedom fighters were successful in exacting a 

certain amount of lethal retribution.
261

  At any rate, the biblical text, mural and parallel 

seem to be saying that those who may have killed Whites in attempts to dismantle or 

undermine systems of slavery were agents, if not angels, of God.   

It was this message, restated less dramatically in Painting Eleven that risked 

alienating Whites and less militant African Americans.  A letter from a June S. Krels to 

Paul Washington, dated February 17, 1976, criticized the murals, and revealed that some 

people saw them before their grand unveiling and dedication.
262

  Krels appears to be a 

White woman who had seen the murals and expressed dismay.  Then Washington had 

written her to ask ―what posture should be taken by those who in their history lost over 

60 million at the hands of exploiters?‖
263

 Krels responded that Washington knew that 

White people had worked for Black freedom for years and that ―If instead of portraying a 

violent racist confrontation,‖ the murals had illustrated King‘s dream and offered,  
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something to inspire us toward cooperation rather than hatred, then I might 

have overlooked their poor artistic quality.  I know you realize the solution 

does not lie in the oppressed rising up and trampling the oppressor, thus 

merely changing places with him.
264

 

 

Krels might have been exposed to Painting Ten (which depicts King) but not 

Fourteen (which portrays King‘s dream), which will be discussed below.  Her judgement 

of the art‘s quality reflects an elite habitus of distinction.  It was probably responses like 

Krels‘ that caused Washington to begin mediating more between the artists whom he had 

chosen to represent his vision and the critics.  Washington‘s sermons in 1976 were 

perpetually critical of the United States, but also contain his most unequivocal 

renunciations of violence while retaining the rhetorical call to ―fight.‖  His sermon on 

February 29, 1976, shortly after his exchange with Krels, is a thorough exposition of his 

views on violence and ―black militancy.‖
265

  Returning to his discussion of slave revolts 

and adding World War II and the violence of the Hebrew Scriptures, he asks, ―Is violence 

sometimes a greater good‖ in order to defeat greater destruction?
266

  Like Malcolm X, 

Washington stated his belief that Martin Luther King Jr. changed the attitude of 

Americans toward Blacks but adds that ―America was moved to change its behavior by 

black militancy and black destruction which made continued discrimination too costly,‖ 

claiming a victory through economic sabotage.
267

   Rhetorically, he asks if ―black 

destruction was also good,‖ and, ―is immorality justified?‖
268

  His answer, which he 

reiterated in at least two other sermons, was a significant withdrawal from attributions of 

redemptive violence. 

I wish I could say it was… The only answer I can come up with is that 

even death is to be preferred over a surrender of our souls to sin and 

evil.
269
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In bringing critical concerns to Walter Edmonds, Edmonds reportedly replied, 

―Fr. Washington, you must remember that we are talking about oppression, about slavery.  

How can we paint pictures of that and make them look pretty?  Those things were, and 

still are, so ugly.‖
270

  When Washington questioned the necessity of the ―realistic‖ 

portrayals, Edmonds replied, ―We are talking about crucifixion.‖
271

 This relation to 

crucifixion, sparse in the other mural texts, is the dominant theme of the narrative 

apologetics for the murals in Art and Architecture of the Church of the Advocate.  

Edmonds statement can have multiple meanings.  He may have intended to draw the 

parallel between African American suffering and the suffering of Jesus (ie. We are 

creating a discourse about the way our suffering is like that of Jesus).  On the other hand, 

Christine Washington pointed out the irony of squeamishness in a context (a Christian 

church) that references and depicts torture and execution as a matter of course.  When she 

was questioned about the violence, she asked in return, ―What can be more violent than 

the Crucifixion?‖ and also proceeded to point out that there are (White) men with drawn 

swords in some of the original stained glass windows, which seem to have existed 

without controversy for decades.
272

  In either case, the violence that is referenced in 

responses to complaints about violence is the suffering of African Americans compared 

to the suffering of Jesus on the cross and White religious representations of violence.  

The comparison of redemptive violence initiated by God in the Exodus with the violence 

of slave revolts, rendered in Mural Eight, are not part of the recorded discussions.  We do 

not know how Krels might have responded to Watson and Edmonds‘ later interpretations 

of the murals, but the intentional development and distribution of these interpretations are 

part of a project to increase the inclusive possibilities.   
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When the murals were dedicated on May 7, 1978, a significant portion of the 

printed program for the dedication concerned itself with providing an apologetic for the 

violence depicted in them.
273

 This program candidly anticipates the concern of those who 

see ―church‖ and violence as incompatible and offers three possible explanations, not for 

the violence itself, but for the mentality of those (third person) who might be offended: 

1.These persons have no knowledge nor understanding of the American 

Black Experience. 

2.They do not grasp the meaning of the Judaic-Christian message, God 

entering into his Creation, delivering and redeeming it from principalities 

and powers of the darkness of a wicked world. 

3….the dehumanizing process accomplished its goal, totally desensitizing 

its victims even to the realities of our present plight. 

4. Many of us have found it necessary to repress our own rage, our own 

potential for violence.  We repudiate this reality by denying its existence, 

by disowning ourselves, by rejecting anything that even suggests it.
274

 

 

This is an artful explanation.  It initially alienates those who would be concerned 

about the violence of the murals with third person language, specifically offering 

ignorance as a plausible explanation.  The third person mode also co-opts readers by 

covertly inviting them to assume the posture of the writer, distancing themselves from the 

subtle accusations against ―these persons.‖ An abstracted religious explanation that most 

Christians would accept is offered before a more sociological explanation that might 

allow the offended to identify with the oppressed in mutual victimization.  Finally, the 

explanation invites the reader to align with the writer in a communal (―we‖) confession.  

While a sympathetic audience might be assumed at the dedication, the explanation is a 

vital part of consolidating the allegiances of those who might have some misgivings. 

 The next level of commentary, which became available in the early 1990s, 

demonstrates an awareness of the potentially scandalizing nature of earlier interpretations 
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about divine violence by explaining the psychology and spirituality of the Black 

revolutionaries in the language of the dominant culture.  This is an example of 

Bourdieu‘s idea of successful political representations strategically appropriating the 

―sayings of the tribe‖ while subverting the ―original doxa.‖
275

 This is where things get 

more interesting to me in this comparative project.  Richard Watson wrote that,  

The overwhelming prospect was that white America was in no great hurry 

to regard the African slaves as part or full citizens with any rights that they 

should respect.  Those who possessed the spirit for freedom and an 

abhorrence for persecution had little recourse than to strike back, as did 

Nat Turner, John Brown and others.  To them it was worth a try, as much 

as the American call to freedom: ―Live free or die.‖
276

  

 

The reference to the controversial John Brown is the only reference to any 

contribution to the Black liberation struggle by a White person.
277

 Here the discourse 

about Black liberative violence is attached to the discourse of the American 

Revolutionary generation, deftly aligning its own cause with that same ―spirit‖ that 

compelled the patriots of 1776 and thus reaching out to those that might identify rather 

exclusively with the freedom struggle of White Americans. It could be read as an 

example of Richard Maxwell Brown‘s dictum about the American Revolution serving ―as 

a grand model for later violent actions by Americans in behalf of any cause… deemed 

good and proper.‖
278

 The authors of ―Violence in American History,‖ the first chapter of 

the 1969 Report of the National Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence, 

attempted to invalidate this kind of association by African Americans even as they 

acknowledged it as the third of their five ―reasons‖ for American violence.  They wrote 

that ―the revolutionary doctrine that our Declaration of Independence proudly proclaims 

is mistakenly cited as a model for legitimate violence by contemporary groups such as 
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militant Negroes and students…(italics added).‖
279

 No grounds are given as to why this 

would be a mistake.  If anything, this line of thinking seems very consistently American.   

However, the text subtly and perhaps even unintentionally creates a dichotomy 

that many readers could miss.  The words ―as much as the American call to freedom‖ are 

comparative and subtly make that call something other than the call heard by the Black 

Revolutionaries.  The text modestly suggests that, weighed in the scales of morality and 

justice, the Black Revolutionaries‘ motivation, spirit and efforts would (at least) not be 

outweighed by the motivation, spirit and efforts of the White Revolutionary generation.  

Walter Edmonds commentary goes further in dealing with the scandal by 

universalizing and internalizing the meaning of Nat Turner.  It reads:   

Nat Turner the slave,  

Nat Turner revolted and he killed. 

With vengeance and hatred he sought  

his freedom.   

We, too, must cut 

The demons of greed, lust and selfishness  

from our souls.   

We must stop the ego mania existence  

of our society.
280

   

 

This last piece of commentary depoliticizes the meaning of the violent conflicts 

being referenced. While Watson‘s commentary attempts to deal with the tough questions 

surrounding violent events through White inclusion and by making them, in H. Rap 

Brown‘s famous words, ―as American as cherry pie,‖ Edmonds commentary both 

personalizes and universalizes the mural.
281

  Unlike Painting Five, which locates threats 

―out there‖ in the structures of society, this commentary locates them in the interior life 

of society‘s members and its collective soul. It is not dissimilar to the American House of 

Bishops envy for the Great War in Europe, which they perceived to be shaping European 
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character for self-sacrifice in contrast to American self-indulgence and complacency.
282

  

The violence of God or the violence of revolt becomes the inspiration to deal ruthlessly 

with our own internal demons, so to speak, individually and collectively.  In this case one 

might conclude that Orsi‘s assertion about Catholic devotional practices also applies here.  

A mural with ―improvisatory and disruptive potential‖ receives some controls from 

―discursive hedging,‖ which moves interpretation away from divine legitimation of 

violent uprising towards a purge of the psychic demons in individuals and society.
283

  

While the original texts of Mural Eight may progress toward broader and less offensive 

interpretations, these interpretations are still specific and may serve to authoritatively 

dismiss the earlier interpretations of the murals and actions that could result from them.   

However, I would argue that the intent is not to squelch revolution, or even 

violence necessarily, but to allow the mural to cast a wider net of inclusion, to 

consolidate ever wider allegiances to the revolutionary cause which the mural series as a 

whole presents.  In Bourdieu‘s words, the commentary ―develop[s] and impose[s] a 

representation of the social world capable of obtaining the support of the greatest possible 

number of citizens…‖
284

 The intent is to more fully perform one of the functions David 

Morgan assigns to religious images, the imagination of community.
285

  If the killing rage 

of a slave revolt can be interpreted as an expression of the American spirit of freedom 

shared by Whites, or a model for self-examination and social critique, a wider group of 

viewers may be drawn to ―covenant‖ with the image than those who may initially admire 

Nat Turner.  If one can learn to read the signs, that person has taken a further step 

towards community inclusion.  Therefore, whatever narrowing of interpretation takes 

place through texts also results in a broadening of the community that appreciates that 
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image and might actually be drawn into subversive ideology and action.  Bourdieu also 

writes that religious discourse is more successful when it exploits the polysemy of 

―legitimate‖ speech to deny divisions and speak to ―all groups.‖
286

   

  Therefore, one must be careful not to assume that an objectively ―real meaning‖ 

of the murals has been given in any of the commentary, or that this meaning even exists 

or is intended for broad consumption, though Washington, Watson, and Edmonds were 

clearly committed to representing their community rather than simply expressing 

themselves.  Washington was also committed to crossing racial borders and denouncing 

exclusion, but both he and the artists were steeped in the Black Nationalist tradition.  In 

his history of African American art, Elvan Zabunyan writes that the ―nationalist Black 

Art Movement claimed total separatism with Western art traditions and created a militant 

language using codes of recognition specific to the Black community.‖
287

 Bourdieu 

asserts that political discourses are always subject to an unintentional ―duplicity which is 

not in the least intentional‖ which bears some similarities to what DuBois has described 

as the ―double-consciousness‖ of African Americans, a dilemma especially profound in 

―the black artist.‖
288

  References to DuBois‘ concept of double –consciousness (a 

particular Black self-awareness through the eyes of the dominant society) in the literature 

on Black art, combined with the assertion that Black nationalist art is coded leads me to 

apply the concept of ―Signifyin(g)‖ to the mural/texts.
289

   

Henry Louis Gates writes that Signifyin(g) is ―the great trope of African 

American discourse‖ and involves indeterminate meanings, ―manipulations of the 

figurative and the literal‖ which are ―not engaged in the game of information giving‖ and 

thus ―[obscure] apparent meaning‖ by, in the words of Mikhail Bakhtin ―inserting a new 
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semantic orientation into a word which already has and retains its own orientation.‖
290

  

Gates alludes to a common theme in religious discourse (inter-textuality) when he 

describes ―signifyin(g)‖ as  ―double-voiced texts which talk to other texts,‖ a notion that 

clearly describes the dynamics at play in the COA murals.
291

  The murals themselves talk 

to scripture, for scripture and express certain orientations toward the Bible.  Parallel texts 

talk to scripture and for the murals.  Additional commentaries and discourse consider all 

three.   

Signifyin(g) was a significant mode of linguistic art in the Black Power 

movement, mastered most famously by H. Rap Brown, a one-time Black Panther 

luminary who is referenced in Watson‘s commentary on Painting Ten and whose 

autobiography Die Nigger Die! was published in 1969.
292

  Perhaps Watson included 

Brown in particular to send a subtle message (unlikely to be perceived by white viewers) 

that not all is as it seems.  In 1986, Watson told a journalist that the ―street art movement‖ 

represented by the murals was intended to ―…get the message out, directly, without being 

concerned with the confines of ―Western art,‖ but here Watson seems to be speaking 

spatially (street vs. gallery or museum).
293

 Yet, I think that the signification that  provides 

official ―discursive hedging‖ for the murals creates the possibility that revolutionaries can 

be energized by that message while ―concerned citizens‖ could be either pacified or 

recruited. 

 Edmonds‘ Painting Nine is on the same wall, closer to the front of the church and 

has three parts.  On the left, three African American figures, eyes closed, extend their 

hands toward the viewer.  On the right, three hands (holding a hammer, a scale, and a 

book) reach away from the viewer, extending these objects toward a bright horizon, and 
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three butterflies.  In the middle, dividing these images is the same ghastly white face with 

huge eyes, now reincarnated in a blond, dagger-toothed man in a shirt, red, white and 

blue tie, and what appears to be an ammunition belt, with a snarling black dog.  Edmonds 

had originally painted this figure in a police uniform with a dog‘s face (not unlike the 

BPP ―pig‖), but Washington regarded it as dehumanizing policemen and asked that it be 

changed.
294

  The biblical reference, Exodus 14:8, ―Pharoah pursued after the children of 

Israel…‖ and Washington‘s parallel informs us about the pseudonymous antagonist: ―So 

Jim Crow pursued after us to enslave us.‖
295

  It is noteworthy that the events of the Civil 

War have been skipped here.  In his Foreword to Shackel‘s, Memory in Black and White, 

Dwight Pitcaithley of the National Park Service (NPS) notes that Black slavery and 

freedom have been ―the most conspicuous missing elements‖ of Civil war memorials and 

literature.
296

  Washington‘s desire (which he expressed in his second sermon on Black 

History) to avoid perpetuating the White liberator story of Abraham Lincoln, seems to 

have led him to return the favor by omitting the Civil War.
297

  The desire to assert 

responsible agency in the murals explains the fact noted by Krels that Whites are never 

visually represented as positive contributors to liberation.  The liberation conflicts of the 

nation-state have been deemed (at least) extraneous to the narrative of Black liberation, 

even if allusions are helpful for comparative and explanatory purposes.  Edmonds‘ 

commentary states that:   

The once mighty Jim Crow. 

He ruled the land. 

The institutions that supported him. 

The bullets that killed for him. 

He kept the people in darkness, 

Forever groping about, palms outstretched, 

Hoping for the life they did not know. 
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He blocked their path that leads to 

Work 

Justice, 

Education, 

Enlightenment, 

Truth, 

Beauty, 

Wisdom, 

Happiness.
298

 

 

Painting Ten, next to the previous mural and on the viewer‘s left is a montage of 

Black heroes, including Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm X, Martin Luther King Jr. and 

Julian Bond. Completed by Watson in 1975, it illustrates Isaiah 40:3, ―The voice cried, 

―Prepare ye the way of the Lord.‖ This passage is frequently understood by Christians to 

refer prophetically to John the Baptist because of the claims of all four gospels.
299

  Here, 

however, is the root passage in Isaiah and Washington‘s parallel states ―The voices of the 

Robeson, King, Malcolm and Mohammed prepared the way.‖
300

    

                   

(Fig. 30) Painting 10 by Watson (photo M. Hunter). 
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The connection between these figures and the forerunner of Jesus Christ in the 

Christian tradition has scandalizing potential (Fig. 30).  As I will discuss below, King‘s 

presence is important here, but Elijah Muhammad (1897-1975) is the most prominent 

figure in the mural.  Watson‘s commentary explains his intent to portray an array of 

ideological options with the same general goals: 

Life for Americans of African descent: former slaves, Negroes, blacks, 

etc… in the turbulent 1960‘s served up many frustrations.  Full citizenship 

and participation in the American way of life had still not come to fruition.  

Amidst the elements of urban unheaval and civil unrest, there emerged a 

cadre of bold and noble spokesman and leaders from among the people.  

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.‘s philosophy of non-violence and integration, 

Elijah Mohammed‘s position of self-reliance and total separation from the 

insanity of racial injustice, Malcolm X‘s direction of Pan Africanism, H. 

Rap Brown‘s and Stokely Carmichael‘s chants of ―Burn, Baby, Burn,‖ and 

Black Power left nothing to be desired for ―roads to choose‖ towards 

freedom, justice and humanity.
301

 

 

This painting fits neatly into the trans-ideological ideal of the BPUM in which 

Father Washington was so involved.  This factor also may explain another difference 

with WMC.  WMC focuses on the leadership of George Washington, whose symbolic 

singularity lends itself to the locative cause.  The presentation of Washington as a pious 

and righteous Anglican or Episcopalian saint at WMC is intended to reinforce the 

righteousness of the revolution and the nation that he led.  At COA, revered leadership is 

unapologetically diverse in terms of religiosity.  No attempt is made to attribute piety to 

the leaders portrayed or to select leaders based on piety.  They are selected for the variety 

of Black approaches they contribute to the utopian vision of ―freedom, justice and 

humanity,‖ thus demonstrating the hospitality of the movement. 

Absalom Jones, the 1792 founder and pastor of The African Episcopal Church of 

Saint Thomas (AECST) is not included though Jones is now honored by the Episcopal 
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Church with a feast on February 13.
302

 Indeed, probably the most pious, Harriet Tubman, 

who is honored by the Episcopal Church in a lesser feast on July 20
th

 (as is Martin Luther 

King Jr, on April 4th) is textually and visually diminished in Painting Seven, compared to 

Frederick Douglas (also honored by the PEC in a February 20 Feast Day).  This is even 

more ironic given Douglas‘ castigation of American Christianity, his unequivocal support 

for women‘s equality and his letter telling the Underground Railroad ―conductor‖ that her 

work in abolition had been ―superior‖ to his own, adding: 

Most that I have done and suffered in the service of our cause has been in 

public, and I have received much encouragement at every step of the way. 

You, on the other hand, have labored in a private way. I have wrought in 

the day—you in the night. … Excepting John Brown—of sacred 

memory—I know of no one who has willingly encountered more perils 

and hardships to serve our enslaved people than you have.
303

 
 

Since none of the leaders in Painting Ten presented are Episcopalian, we could 

interpret their inclusion as marks of the Episcopalian value of inclusivity.  Indeed, 

probably no church of another predominantly White denomination could honor 

Muhammad and Malcolm X with a prominent visual portrayal in the mid-1970‘s and get 

away with it.  On the other hand, this portrayal is uniquely COA.  The plurality of 

imagery at COA is a key.  While WMC focuses with near exclusivity on the leadership of 

George Washington, the imagery at COA pays homage to a wide historical and 

ideological array of black freedom fighters in an era when movement leadership was 

fracturing.
304

  It seems evident that Episcopalian and even Christian credentials are not 

what is honored at COA.  What is most honored is the outspoken leadership of Black 

males and Black racial unity for liberation.  This mural offers a unique opportunity to 

consolidate allegiances by honoring Black male leaders with diverse perspectives in one 
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mural, thus creating the possibility that members of the Black community with diverse 

perspectives could unify through mutually covenanting with this image. 

Painting Eleven, to the viewers left along the same right aisle wall, shows a large 

African American man, essentially naked, holding a torch in his left hand and a sword in 

his right, lunging through a landscape of flames while stabbing the fiery haired, bulging-

eyed ―Jim Crow‖ from Painting Nine, who now wields a pistol, through the throat.  

Below them, smaller figures are flipping over a tank, while some of them throw stones 

and others appear indecisive or in retreat (Fig. 31).  One, possibly looting, appears to be 

carrying a TV and two others appear to be carrying items as they flee the conflict.   

 

(Fig. 31) Painting 11 by Edmonds (photo M. Hunter). 

 

Completed by Edmonds in 1975, it represents the text of I Corinthians 1:27, ―God hath 

chosen the weak to confound the mighty.‖
305

  The forces of revolution appear under-
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dressed and under-armed.  Washington‘s parallel is simply: ―The Sixties: the oppressed 

exploded.‖   

Edmonds‘ commentary reads: 

A people who are exploited, hopeless 

and frustrated must arise to throw 

The demon off their backs. 

The weak will slay the mighty. 

The torch of liberty is held high 

The flames of humanity will emerge 

And destroy the corruption from within.
306

 

 

Edmonds‘ brief explanatory poem for this mural alludes to the situation of the nation‘s 

founding and to national symbols like the ―torch of liberty‖ that might connect with 

viewers‘ patriotism.  Unlike his ―depoliticizing‖ commentary to Painting Eight, this 

commentary affirms the violent uprisings and riots of the sixties by using the 

―Americanizing‖ strategy deployed by Watson previously.   

While the murals‘ emphasis on the violent Black male liberator may respond in 

some ways to the degradation of the Black male as a leader in the dominant narrative of 

the nation-state, there is also paradoxically a convergence between the narrative of the 

murals and the narrative of the dominant White culture of the time.  Remembering Civil 

Rights for many Americans in the twenty-first century is equivalent to remembering 

Martin Luther King, Jr. and his philosophy of nonviolence, but the violence of ―Black 

militants,‖ and especially urban riots, was a major public concern in the late sixties and 

early seventies.  Just as the visual culture at WMC requires a certain amount of 

demythologizing, the images at COA do as well.   
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Demythologizing the Violence 

The common focus on the violent Black militant in the Report of the National 

Commission on Causes and Prevention of Violence and in the mural narratives obscures 

two realities, but arrives at remarkably similar conclusions about another reality.  Simply 

put: In the United States, Whites have been much more violent than Blacks, and Black 

violence had little success in achieving the aims of Black freedom and equality.  Black 

militants clearly embraced the representation of symbolic violence over and against the 

violence of an oppressive social order, but many of the Black power activists portrayed in 

Painting Ten who advocated violent self-defense were practically speaking non-violent; a 

fact recognized by Black Episcopalian theologian Warner Traynham and historian of 

Black Power Peniel Joseph.
307

 However, just as the murals present Blacks as proactive 

personal initiators of redemptive violence and Whites as a structural machine of 

oppression, the Report presents Black militants (generally) as illegitimate creators of 

violence and whites (generally) as legitimate structural reinforcements of civilization.
308

  

The report contains four articles specifically about black violence and one about white 

and black violence.  Numerous other articles discuss black violence without taking it as 

the main theme.  There are essays on Labor Violence, Crime, Religion and Violence and 

―Southern Violence‖ but none that will unequivocally discuss White violence.
309

   

Alphonso Pinkney recalls a reporter, in the wake of the 1967 Newark riot, asking 

him whether he agreed (implicitly with White America) that young black men were the 

most violent members of society.  Pinkney responded that young black men were more 

likely to be victims, while the police, National Guard and state troopers were the true 

initiators of violence.
310

  While the oppressed may have ―exploded‖ in the sixties, most of 
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the violence was not the direct and successful physical retaliatory violence that is 

represented.  In Meier and Rudwick‘s study of Black violence in the 20
th

 century for the 

Report, they note that retaliatory violence was much more common in the riots of 1917-

1919 but the effects of these riots, which included 48 dead (9 White, 39 Black) in ―the 

bloodiest riot in the twentieth century‖ in East St. Louis (1917) may have produced a 

change of tactics.
311

  In Harlem in 1935 and 1943, the ―new riots‖ which set the trend for 

the sixties began.  While previous riots were the result of friction between newly 

geographically proximate Black and White communities (―ecological riots‖) the sixties 

riots were internal to black communities and retaliated against external economic controls 

like white-owned businesses (―commodity riots‖).
312

  

Morris Janowitz cites a Jules J. Wanderer study that listed 75 riots between 1965 

and 1967.  The summer of 1967 resulted in 87 deaths in riots, most of them Black.
313

  

Meier and Rudwick point out that retaliatory violence was minimal in these riots ―even 

after National Guardsmen and police killed scores of Negroes‖ and ―Negroes have 

retreated in the face of massive white armed force.‖
314

 If all this is ―true,‖ then in this 

sense, Painting Eleven is no more ―literally‖ true than the WMC stained glass and the 

Report‘s pervasive concern about Black violence seems misplaced by the conclusions of 

some of its authors, though perhaps the concern indicates a certain level of success on the 

part of Black revolutionaries. 

Meier and Rudwick conclude, probably with BPP ideology in mind, that ―The 

advocacy and use of violence as a deliberate program for solving the problems of racial 

discrimination remains thus far, at least, in the realm of fantasy; and there it is likely to 

remain.‖
315

 The next mural, by Watson, is more wistful but it generally concurs that the 
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violent victory represented in Painting Twelve was anything but decisive and that the 

ongoing victimization of Black male leaders was as potent a reality as the uprisings (Fig. 

32). 

Painting Twelve, hung on the right side of the south wall of the right transept is 

very abstract, but depicts a number of obscured faces and profiles with swirling colors 

and shapes.  One man‘s face is bloodied and bleeding and his eyes are closed.  The center 

of the painting holds an orb, with a flower, broken at the stem.  A gray visage reaches 

into the orb extending two fingers toward the break.   

 

                  (Fig. 32) Painting 12 by Watson (photo M. Hunter). 

 

The biblical texts from Matthew 23:37 reads: ―O Jerusalem, thou that killest the 

prophets‖ and the parallel states: ―King, Malcolm, Evers, Prophets -------- Killed!‖
316

  

Writing in 1975, Watson‘s commentary to the mural is a hopeful but sad memorial: 



255 

―Along the road to freedom, each step is taken with the realization that this 

may not be the day, yet we must go on.‖ The journey of Africans in 

America, from slaveship to spaceship, has been complemented with desire 

and faith that somehow, some way, all will be well.  Many players are 

never known, yet those most visible make the best targets.  As modern-day 

prophets became the standard bearers for justice, they were silenced:  Paul 

Robeson, economically and politically assassinated by the system, 

preceded Medgar Evers, Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X.  We are 

still on the journey; we still have not found our way… We remember.
317

 

 

Here, Watson reminds viewers that Black male liberators have been the victims of 

repressive violence far more than wielders of redemptive violence.  Many members of his 

audience (COA‘s revolutionaries and visitors) may have needed this reminder.   

Black Nationalism and the Bicentennial 

On July 6, 1975, Washington preached a sermon ―On Independence‖ using the 

text from I Kings 12:16 that would eventually be revealed as the inspiration for Painting 

Thirteen in the mural cycle.  He quoted the Declaration of Independence twice, praising 

its ―beauty‖ and ―dignity‖ before quoting Thomas Jefferson‘s wife Martha in challenge: 

―How can we speak of independence… when we ourselves are holding people in 

bondage?‖
318

  Washington went on to discuss the appropriate separation of Black people 

from white America while calling for greater equality and mutual ―responsibility in our 

interdependence.‖
319

   

Painting Thirteen by Edmonds is on the same wall as Painting Twelve, but closer 

to the front of the church, with a door between them.  Also completed in 1975, it depicts 

a man, woman and child in purple, blue and yellow dashiki robes, facing right, toward a 

large bright sunflower. They are turned away from a yawning bulging-eyed purple-pink 

face with a dark urban skyline in its mouth and circular cells containing people in fetal 

position (Fig 33). 
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                 (Fig. 33) Painting 13 by Edmonds (photo M. Hunter) 

   

The clothing here is significant.  With the exception of historical figures, Black 

subjects in both Edmonds‘ and Watson‘s murals are frequently depicted in robes or more 

often in varying states of being ―unclothed.‖ The white oppressor subjects in Edmonds 

paintings are depicted in shirt and (red, white and blue) tie—the garb of the 

―establishment.‖  The relative nakedness seems to symbolize everything from purity and 

simplicity to vulnerability, serving to express the depth of exploitation in some cases and 

also the degree of victory achieved by the heroes in Paintings Eight and Eleven.  In the 

latter,  nakedness highlights the disparity in armament between the Black champion (with 

sword and torch) and the mortally wounded white oppressor (with revolver and tanks).  

Painting Thirteen‘s well clothed nuclear family, juxtaposed with the vulnerability of 

Painting Twelve, asserts that a self-determined renunciation of the fixed system of the 

oppressive American dominant social order has earned African Americans their free 

status and Afro-centric identity.   
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Walter Edmonds completed this mural in 1975 illustrating the connection with I 

Kings 12:16, ―The people answered, ―What portion have we in David?‖
320

 The meaning 

of this renunciation is somewhat subtle.  The text is not well known.  Washington‘s 

parallel states: ―A new identity, vision and destiny‖ emphasizing what is to be affirmed, 

more than what is to be renounced.  However, the accompanying commentary by 

Edmonds is more specific about renunciations and begins like the national charter: 

We the people turn our backs, 

We turn our backs on the vomiting 

Mechanisms that imprisoned us. 

We turn our backs on the gears and wheels that trap our bodies 

And souls in an eternal motion of  

futility. 

We turn our eyes to the sunshine. 

We gaze at the fields of fertilities, 

The hopes,  

The joys,  

Our future.
321

 
 

In Bourdieuian terms this mural most explicitly cites the ―original doxa‖ of the 

United States and denounces the ―tacit contract of adherence to the established order.‖
 322

 

In Smithian terms, it exemplifies utopian vision.
323

  The opening words hearken to the 

Constitution, thereby appropriating a ‗saying of the [national] tribe‘ and suggest the 

creation of an independent national people diverging from, as well as referencing, the 

community of the dominant social order.
324

   

In May 1976, Mayor Rizzo requested 15,000 troops from President Ford to be in 

Philadelphia on the fourth of July, because he had discovered a ―plot‖ to bring thousands 

of protesters to the city ―under the guise of the Bill of Rights to disrupt a celebration that 

should be so great.‖
325

  An indirect response came from Washington in his June 1 

sermon, where he stated, ―In this Bicentennial year there are people who… can‘t even 
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begin to tolerate any criticism of ‗America the Beautiful.‘‖
326

  He went on to say a few 

positive things and then listed the offenses of the nation against minorities and against the 

people of vulnerable nations.  He later gave a more direct response.  When the Editorial 

Director of a local TV station made approving comments about Rizzo‘s call for troops, 

Washington responded and the station broadcast his reply: 

If 15,000 troops are necessary because we expect dissent then I seriously 

question if we can say that we have a healthy political democracy.  

Secondly… the factor most responsible for violence in the midst of dissent 

has been governmental paranoia and its reactionary response. 
327

 

 

Washington was responding as a local representative of one of the groups feared 

by Rizzo; the July 4
th

 Coalition.  In fact, a local reporter who was developing a story 

about bicentennial protests called Washington ―the thread in the unfolding of this whole 

event.‖
328

   

July 4, 1776 fell on a Sunday.  Washington was hosting an interfaith meeting of 

the July 4 Coalition at COA at 10:30am called ―A Community Celebration of Struggle 

and Hope.‖
329

  He also prepared a sermon for the day that seems to reflect a different 

event and has elements directed toward White and Black congregants separately.  

Reminiscent of Painting Eleven‘s text, he describes a revolution as ―an explosion,‖ the 

―equal and opposite reaction‖ to the ―compression‖ of the ―powers of oppression.‖
330

 He 

states that this explosion is usually preceded by rational, moral and theological appeals 

until they run their course.   

Then another force comes into operation which may or may not be moral 

or rational or practical or expedient or theologically sound…it becomes a 

matter of survival through whatever means necessary.
331

 

 

Alluding to verses from Isaiah 53 that occur in the murals, Washington stated 

that:  
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The oppressors did not realize that God manifests himself among those 

who are despised and rejected.  People of sorrow and acquainted with 

grief.  He too was numbered among the transgressors. 

 

To this point Washington‘s sermon reads like any number of others he may have 

delivered at COA, but on the last page he takes aim.  He proclaims the defeat of the 

oppressors while acknowledging that ―they‖ still own everything that serves to ―preserve, 

protect and perpetuate white supremacy and white domination.‖
332

  

But gone is the image of peace-loving, Christian, democratic defender of 

freedom and greatness.  You too have fallen under this judgement because 

you have been heir to and you have accepted the spoils, the booty from the 

conquests of the white conqueror.  You have had a reputation for being 

generous… in returning some of the spoils to the spoiled, but have you 

never been able to acknowledge that White defines black just as black 

defines White…that we are what we are because you are what you are – 

but if we are not what or who you think we are, then who and what are 

you?
333

 (emphasis in manuscript) 

 

Loosely paraphrasing James Baldwin, Washington claims for Black Americans the 

understanding of the relational existence of Black and White identity in America and 

White denial of their power in that dynamic. 

The fears surrounding the event, perhaps fostered by Rizzo‘s failed call for troops, 

resulted in a decreased tourist attendance for the day.  Thirty to 40,000 dissidents showed 

up in Philadelphia, with 8-900 at COA for the ―Community Celebration of Struggle and 

Hope‖ and Donner reports that, in addition to the denial of Rizzo‘s 15,000 troops, 15,000 

marchers and 78 bands did not show up for the parade.
334

  Despite the Rizzo 

administration‘s claims about the inevitability of violence, the demonstrations were 

peaceful. There were no arrests and little tension with police.
335

 The following week, 

Washington discussed the July 4th event in his sermon, stating that ―It was not an 
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accident that the Advocate was the place chosen for this service‖ because like the 

Advocate, the people who came together for that service  

represented the people in ever society whose souls have refused to 

die…who would endure being branded as radical, militant, malcontents 

and worse. They are saying ‗Earth shall be fair and all her people one – 

not ‗til that hour shall God‘s whole will be done.‘
336

  

 

This latter utopian vision is the essence of Painting Fourteen, the last mural.  Like 

the first mural it is ‗15 x ‗20 and it hangs high on the east wall of the right transept, and 

was also finished in 1976.
337

  Their placement evokes the movement from exalted Edenic 

creation through the down-to-earth African American experience (Paintings 2-13) to an 

exalted cosmic utopia.   It shows a large blue, bearded face at the top, flanked by large 

sunflowers and hovering over a number of smaller faces, the central one a radiant 

mustached face, framed on either side by a pair of bluish profiles (Fig. 34).   

 

(Fig. 34) Painting 14 by Edmonds, ―Kings Dream‖ (photo M. Hunter). 
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Below them on each side are forms of reddish men and women, swirling, unclear whether 

they might be ascending or descending.  The narrative of the murals comes almost full 

circle in the biblical text which picks up the story of Joseph that began in Painting Two.  

The text is Genesis 45:5, ―For God did send me before you… to preserve you.‖
338

 It is the 

claim of Joseph in Egypt when his time in slavery and suffering has been vindicated by 

the opportunity to face his brothers and save his family.  Washington‘s brief parallel 

identifies the central face:  ―Martin Luther King, Jr. ―I have a dream.‖  In this case, 

Washington also wrote the commentary: 

This painting shows, for me, the experience of actually having gone 

through Hell and coming into new life.  God made our sufferings the 

awakening of new values in the nation.  Students, prisoners, Asians, 

Hispanics, Native Americans, women – all had their eyes opened.  Today 

many still seek truth, justice, equality, redemption. 

This painting in particular says, ―Out from a gloomy past, how we 

stand at last where the white gleam of our bright star is cast!‖ That is from 

the poem called ‗Lift Every Voice and Sing‘.  When I was growing up in 

grammar school and high school, we always called this the Negro National 

Anthem: 

 

―…We have come treading our path 

Through the blood of the slaughtered. 

Out from the gloomy past, 

‗Til now we stand at last\ 

Where the white gleam of our bright star is cast. 

God of our weary years, 

God of our silent tears, 

Thou who hast brought us 

Thus far on the way; 

Thou who hast by thy might, 

Led us into the light, 

Keep us forever in the path we pray…‖
339

  

 

 Here we find interesting resonances with WMC.   We have a national anthem, and 

the invocation of Black Nationalism represented as the primal liberation and 

enlightenment struggle for other under-represented groups.  As at WMC, the claim is 
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being made that the struggle enshrined by this congregation created the possibility for the 

liberation of others, even if the struggle depicted was not about them and is not depicted 

to include them.  An argument about whose claim is stronger is irrelevant to this project.  

Such an argument can only be made from within a particular constituency and is beyond 

the scope of this work . 

The images of Dr. King, here and in Painting Ten, are crucial to the murals‘ 

broader appeal.  King was highly criticized by the Black Power and Black Panther 

movements that met at the Advocate in the years preceding the mural paintings, and he 

has been especially beloved of Whites ever since these and other groups diverged from 

his non-violent philosophy of integration.
340

 Paul Washington, despite his openness to the 

aforementioned advocates of self-defense, was himself an advocate of civil non-violence.  

The prominent portrait of Elijah Muhammad in Painting Ten, flanked on far left and right 

by Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, respectively, might be powerful for black unity 

in 1975-76, but more problematic for establishing a multi-ethnic collective (among those 

familiar with Muhammad‘s views).   Presenting an abstract representation of King and 

his ―dream‖ for the last mural endorses a utopian multi-ethnic non-violent ―beloved 

community‖ as the historical narratives‘ unrealized culmination.
341

 Though the murals 

renounce the American social order and its pretentious claims to freedom and 

beneficence, the emphasis on King and Washington‘s commentary seems to say: ‗The 

Revolution is not over. The dream of the Declaration of Independence is ours as well and 

we are its most faithful and generous guardians.‘  These representations point toward 

what Todd C. Shaw calls ―iconoclastic patriotism‖ that critically attempts to hold 
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America accountable and subvert the dominant social order, rejecting its symbols and 

forms in favor of ones that may in fact be more ―American.‖
342

 

Inclusion and Exclusion 

 The murals reveal a new ―official‖ definition of American history and society.  

They are ―official‖ through their sanction by clergy, recognition by the community and 

prominence in the church institution.  The artist-representatives were endowed with 

discourse-producing power and granted interpretive power over the ‗sayings of the tribe,‘ 

the biblical narrative and African American history.  This authority was granted to them 

by a representative of both the church administration (mostly White) and the community 

(mostly Black)—and the murals were placed in such a way as to subversively coexist 

with the stained glass representations of the Euro-American founders of the congregation.  

Events that could be seen as the ―private‖ shameful and marginal experiences of bygone 

generations of African Americans are solemnized and universalized through the 

polysemic discourse and center African Americans in the actual and historical ―space‖ 

previously occupied by Whites.
343

  Rev. Isaac Miller, the current rector, said that ―These 

paintings claim the space for the people who are in North Philly now, clearly claim it.‖
344

   

The murals represent the dominant culture in a way that would alienate many 

White Americans who identify with the locative narrative of WMC.  They represent the 

―homeland‖ in a way that would make them feel not at home and drastically alter the 

―traditional‖ space.  The displacement is more inclusive than it might seem.  Other visual 

elements in the Advocate enhance the ability of the space to gather a collective that is 

larger than a small group of Afro-Christian subversives.  Above and behind the pulpit, for 

instance, hangs a crucifix of a white Jesus (Fig. 35).  In consultation with architect 
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Eugene P. Dichter, the largest murals were built with holes to accomodate pre-existent 

European-style architectural features in the building.
345

  Similarly, the state flag of 

Pennsylvania and the flag of the United States continue to hang in the chancel and  seem 

to have never bothered anyone.
346

   

 

 

 

  (Fig. 35) Pulpit and Crucifix at Church of the Advocate (photo M. Hunter). 

 

 

 

The presence of these last American symbols demonstrates a significant if 

perhaps utilitarian non-separatist stand.
347

 Though the murals may subvert the 

representation of the social order declared at Washington Memorial Chapel, the flags 

state that some version of that social order may be recognized as legitimate, or 

legitimizing. 
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Paul Washington Slept Here, or The Best of Times, The Worst of Times 

In the years immediately following the murals unveiling, Washington continued 

to preach about the connections between the Bible and the African American experience 

at COA and during the 1980‘s he received broad recognition and great acclaim.
348

 At a 

banquet for Washington in February 1985 (―Tribute to the Man‖), 12,000 people filled 

the Grand Ballroom of Philadelphia‘s Bellevue Stratford Hotel, where Philadelphia‘s first 

African American mayor, Wilson Goode, honored Washington by saying ―if I could be 

anyone in the world, Father Washington, I want be like you (sic).‖
349

 In April of the next 

year, Washington was the recipient of the prestigious Philadelphia Award for 1985; 48 

years after the Rev. W. Herbert Burk received it.
350

  In the interim, Washington had 

served on a commission appointed by Mayor Goode to investigate the City‘s assault on 

MOVE.  The commission had criticized Goode publicly and officially for his role in 

authorizing bombing MOVE and the subsequent deaths and destruction.
351

   

In 1987, the Urban League of Philadelphia published its The State of Black 

Philadelphia: Volume VII.  An article on the Black Church by Edward Sims bemoans the 

ineffectiveness of church leaders in dealing with the problems of the black community.
352

  

Sims cites COA and Fr. Washington‘s leadership, placing him alongside Philadelphia‘s 

Leon Sullivan (Zion Baptist) and Chicago‘s Jeremiah Wright (Trinity UCC) as ―visionary 

Pastors who have found the answers and unlocked the spiritual, intellectual and social 

energies of their people and created new and dynamic ministries.‖
353

 In June of 1987, 

Washington officially retired from COA, though he remained involved at COA, in the EC 

and Philadelphia, while serving other interim positions in the Diocese.
354
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In Charles Bowser‘s 1989 book about the attack on MOVE and the resulting 

controversy, he described Washington as ―the patron saint of the inner city and the 

eloquent conscience of the dissident and distraught groups that took refuge in his 

church.‖
355

 Washington‘s ministry commitments and his reputation seem to have taken 

him everywhere.
356

  Various letters, flyers, clippings and thank you cards locate him 

participating in a Philadelphia Welfare Rights Union protest, speaking at a Marcus 

Garvey Tribute event, helping a tour group enter Jerusalem from the West Bank, 

protesting a Promise Keepers rally in Philadelphia, speaking in Phoenix, Palo Alto and 

Salt Lake City and serving on numerous committees through the city and the Episcopal 

Church, locally and nationally.
357

  

As triumphant as all this seems, the 1980s changed things a great deal for 

Washington, and in later years he revealed some interesting tensions about his leadership.  

Washington reported that the Reagan administration‘s regressive positions and policies 

on race and poverty fostered discouragement and complacency and ―Americans had 

become immune and insensitive‖ to the kinds of preaching that had previously moved 

people to organized activism.
358

  Though Washington continued to participate in protests, 

his preaching became less hopeful about political engagement and to some extent less 

utopian.
359

   

In 1992, Washington told to Ellen McKinley that ―the paintings have generated 

controversy and objections from members of the congregation as well as from visitors, 

largely because of the violence…‖ and even 14 years after the unveiling ―there are some 

members of the church who don‘t like some of them.‖
360

  This divergence between 

Washington and his parishioners appears to demonstrate Bourdieu‘s principle that 
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representatives will inevitably impose ―their own interests as the interests of those whom 

they represent.‖
361

 Regarding the parish and the Diocese, this seems to have been a 

consistent theme going back to the mid-1960s.  In the 1990s, Washington remembered 

his ministry at COA as a solitary and somewhat autocratic one.  He told McKinley that 

after six years at COA and one significant conflict with the vestry where he had offered 

to resign and no one encouraged it, ―I had reached a point where I was making unilateral 

decisions without discussing these matters with the vestry.‖
362

 Washington also said that 

there were only two ordained ministers that he felt were supportive.
363

 Katie Day, who 

researched COA in 1993 quoted Washington saying ―I had no alliances with other Black 

clergy.  The others were not activists.‖
364

  

However, Washington always committed himself to represent the community that 

was not part of the congregation.  He prided himself on the extent to which the latter‘s 

involvement with COA during the week overwhelmed the numerical commitment of 

Sunday morning worshippers.  Day described Washington as a leader who found 

collaborative networks outside the church and denomination more frequently than inside 

it.
365

 Apparently, this ethos did affect the congregation, because Washington recounted 

that the positive reactions to the murals from some of those outside the congregation 

validated his vision.   

 Still, the decreased interest in organized activism in the 1980s that Washington 

described seems to correspond with a decrease in Washington‘s symbolic and 

representative power.  In his autobiography, Washington‘s candor led him to describe 

situations where his leadership was rejected by those outside the church that he desired to 

represent.  In a rare early instance in 1974, a group of young gang members refused to 
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have him present in their reconciliation meetings, but he still describes them as ―sheep of 

the fold,‖ because they met at COA.
366

 In the 1980s, these kinds of occurrences appear 

more common.  In 1980 he was nearly shot at COA when a distressed community group 

became enraged by his attempts to take leadership of their meeting.
367

 In 1983, he was 

booed by members of Philadelphia Citizens in Action (who had previously cheered him) 

when he counseled peaceful and quiet demonstration.
368

 In the latter instances, the 

rejections Washington experienced were connected to his attempts to pacify unrest.  

These attempts were received as betrayals of the utopian vision of rebellion that he had 

cast on the walls of COA.  

In 1983, when COA began literally falling apart, physical preservation became a 

priority.
369

  Washington spent significant time and energy raising funds for COA‘s 

preservation, even after his retirement in 1987.  A few months after his retirement, the 

staff of the soup kitchen worried about their future, reporting that Washington ―had come 

up virtually single-handedly with the donations to keep [the soup kitchen] going.‖
370

 

Washington struggled with raising all of the funds for a building when he knew people 

were hurting.
371

  Nonetheless, in his autobiography, he wrote that the message of the 

murals was, ―we participated in our liberation,‖ and they were ―part of the Advocate 

heritage that we had to try to preserve.‖
372

 

Afterlife: The Power and Function of the Murals 

Despite the reported offense of the murals, some people are drawn to COA 

because of them.  When I visited on January 14, 2006, Fr. Miller asked me to introduce 

myself and mention my research.  In addition to long-standing COA congregants, one 

young African American man approached me to tell me that he returns to COA because 
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he was captivated by the murals as a visitor.
373

  The visual narrative does in fact bring 

about in action what it utters in terms of a utopian vision.  The murals obviously 

communicate a vision of a gathered community, but in addition to the gathering of 

worshipers in the space for Episcopal services, COA‘s continued activity in community 

development work, progressive political coalition-building, and especially arts patronage 

grows out of the legacy enshrined by the murals.   

For her Prelude to Struggle: African American Clergy and Community 

Organizing for Economic Development in the 1990‟s, Katie Day studied ten North 

Philadelphia congregations.  She changed the identities of all of the churches and their 

people except one, writing, ―The Church of the Advocate (Episcopal) and its former 

rector, the Rev. Paul Washington, have an identity that is impossible to conceal.‖
374

 Day 

notes that under Christine Washington‘s leadership, Advocate Community Development 

Corporation (ACDC) had built 303 housing units between 1969 and 1993.
375

  Under Paul 

Washington‘s leadership during roughly the same period, the congregation shrunk to 

barely 100 members, with 60 worshippers on Sunday, but began serving hundreds of 

meals a day.
376

  During my more recent visits the congregation was closer to 30 on any 

given Sunday.
377

   

Day‘s research reveals several interesting things about post-Washington COA.  

After Washington left COA as rector, the church experienced a conflict over its identity.  

Some members of the vestry wanted to prioritize the building and developing the ―people 

who are counted and accountable, according to the canons of the church, as the Church of 

the Advocate.‖
378

  Some members doubted the ability of COA to sustain its social 

ministry without Washington‘s credibility and connections.
379

  Day observed that Paul 
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and Christine Washington wanted to empower the powerless but their success seemed 

based on their own representative ability to access to those in power.
380

  The conflict at 

COA was only resolved when four members of the vestry resigned and Washington‘s 

legacy of COA being a ―service church‖ was reaffirmed and the new rector Father Isaac 

(―Ike‖) Miller, was hired accordingly.
381

 In 2006, Miller told me that part of what 

attracted him to COA was 

the kind of ministry and the kind of legacy that is reflected in the murals 

of the church, which raise scary issues, but somehow its saying that the 

appropriate place of that scary content is in the church.
382

  

 

 In addition to a place of service, Paul Washington had emphasized that ―in 

Philadelphia when African American identity was being worked out… Church of the 

Advocate was the place, the space that made it all possible.‖
383

 Just as the pervasive and 

powerful Euro-centric images were part of the fuel that resulted in the meaning making 

practices of the murals creation and installation, so do the murals fuel ―constructive, 

synthetic acts of imagination in the kind of meaning-making practices that form a basic 

aspect of religious experience.‖
384

 People worship in their presence, but they identify 

their other community development activities and partnerships as extensions of the 

meaning and identity of COA. 

Now recently retired, Miller (like Washington before him) conducted a very 

traditional Episcopal service (though with a certain informality appropriate to the size of 

the congregation).  Also like Washington, Day reported that he expressed pride that more 

members attended meetings of the Philadelphia Interfaith Action (PIA), than Sunday 

morning worship.
385

 However in 2006 Miller expressed a lot of concern regarding and 

desire for ―church growth.‖
386

  Day found the COA congregation to have high ideological 
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consensus, great socio-economic and educational diversity and neighborhood 

representation.
387

 This was manifested in Miller‘s desire to reach across boundaries to 

dialogue with, draw resources from, and offer opportunities to people in other social 

locations of the church and the city.
388

   

The members of COA saw ACDC and PIA as extensions of the church, though 

ACDC was explicitly ―non-religious, non-spiritual‖ and PIA was not Episcopal.
389

  In 

becoming a member of the PIA, COA channeled the legacy of Washington and 

broadened their potential by entering into partnership with a larger network of 

churches.
390

 PIA in some ways embodied the paradoxical spirit of hope and renunciation 

in Painting Thirteen, and Washington‘s July 6, 1975 sermon.  Day‘s research confirmed 

Washington‘s statements about increases in poverty during the Reagan years and 

indicated that African Americans in North Philadelphia expressed the kind of cynicism 

and grievance about the political process that changed Washington‘s preaching.
391

  

Consequently, PIA tended to favor ―a political process which bypasses electoral politics,‖ 

and believe in ―spiritual conversion‖ and ―divine intervention‖ for change.
392

  The 

skepticism towards the power of the U.S. state represented in the murals is also 

perpetuated in COA‘s other ongoing activities and partnerships.  Representatives of COA 

and prominent guests frequently denounce American military and economic foreign 

policies.
393

  The congregation hosts groups like the Darfur Alert! Coalition (Spring 2004), 

that aim, like the murals, to expose American complacency and complicity regarding 

injustice and atrocities.
394

 In contrast to WMC, when I asked Isaac Miller what national 

issues people at COA were concerned about in 2006, Miller brought up the U.S. military 

endeavors in Iraq and told me that, ―there‘s probably nobody that you could find around 
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this place who would have a peep of defense to offer for what this country is doing.‖
395

 

Beyond extraneous to the empowerment and liberation of the disempowered and 

marginalized, Miller regarded the conflict in Iraq as an intentional decision of the 

government to move funding away from economically disadvantaged communities like 

North Philadelphia.
396

 

  Day marveled at how COA is sustained and how its members remain hopeful in 

the face of dire circumstances.  In addition to the widespread poverty of North 

Philadelphia, COA‘s treasurer at the time described a constant lack of financial resources, 

and the building, which Day heard described as a ―drain,‖ needed $3 to $5 million in 

repairs.
397

  Day wrote that ―Despite an acute awareness of their own vulnerability, all but 

one who were asked had a positive image of what the Advocate might be like in twenty 

years,‖ including a healthy neighborhood, a healthy church building, a larger and more 

diverse congregation.
398

  Day writes that the ―acute awareness of vulnerability‖ that 

coexisted with ―a vision of a utopic future‖ were ―based in a sense of empowerment in 

the subculture which is the Advocate (italics mine, bold in original).‖
399

 Day locates this 

optimism in belief in the melding of divine power and their own power rather than 

expecting outside institutions (even the denomination) to rescue them.
400

 This resonates 

with Washington‘s belief that the murals declared the active participation of the 

oppressed in their liberation and the mural committee‘s summary of the murals‘ ―Judaic-

Christian message, God entering into his Creation, delivering and redeeming it from 

principalities and powers of the darkness of a wicked world.‖
401

 Day‘s study affirms that 

the culture of COA in the early 90s reflected the vision of empowerment, expanding 

vision, diverse partnership and national transformation represented in the murals.  About 
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them Day writes, ―The paintings and all they represent make the building more 

comfortable in its irony.‖
402

  

COA has forged many of its most consistent partnerships with arts-based 

community development organizations.
403

  In 1998, Lorene Cary, an African American 

writer and professor started Art Sanctuary at COA, using Edmonds‘ portrait of Frederick 

Douglas from Painting Seven as its logo.
404

  Art Sanctuary‘s mission to ―[use] the power 

of black art to transform individuals, and to unite and enrich groups of people‖ is the 

mission of COA‘s visual culture as well.
405

 Cary was clearly inspired by Paul 

Washington and remains inspired by the murals and the ongoing commitment to 

community service.
406

  In 2003 Art Sanctuary collaborated with Temple University‘s 

Tyler School of Art and Art Works in Different places to produce a multi-media 

production based on the murals, directed by William Yalowitz.
407

 With dance and spoken 

word performances inspired by each mural and a short section of voiceovers relating the 

ongoing difficulty that many church members still had with the murals, writer Miriam 

Seidel declared that the performance ―reads as a vote of solidarity with the paintings, an 

effort to channel their barely contained civil-rights era passion into the present day.‖
408

 

Isaac Miller reciprocally declared that, ―The main reason we need to do something about 

this space is what Art Sanctuary does, like what the church does; lift the human spirit to 

the time and place in which it finds itself.‖
409

 

One last piece of meaning-making activity is noteworthy, both for its extension of 

the murals‘ utopian vision and for its demonstration of the effectiveness of the space to 

gather wider collectives. On April 4, 2004, the Philadelphia Area Interfaith Peace 

Network and The Shalom Center joined with the Metropolitan Christian Council of 
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Philadelphia and some other religious leaders and congregations, including Muslims, to 

host an interfaith Palm Sunday observance on the fourth of April at COA.
410

 This 

happened to be the day before the first night of Passover in the Jewish calendar and the 

anniversary of King‘s assassination.  A procession of palm branches by the gathering of 

Abrahamic religionists followed the mural sequence and the liturgy was drawn almost 

entirely from the biblical texts and artistic commentary associated with the murals.
411

  

The resounding response to each mural‘s message, uttered in unison by the entire 

congregation, was derived from Dr. King‘s speech at Riverside Church in New York on 

April 4, 1967:  ―We resist the Pharoahs of Racism, Militarism and Materialism.‖
412

 This 

pronouncement is what Bourdieu might call an ―exorcism‖ of these powers by the 

community that is ―capable of eliciting the actions likely to refute [the status quo these 

powers represent].‖
413

 The group sang ―Lift Every Voice and Sing‖ to close the service.    

Conclusion 

The representations at the Church of the Advocate seek to create a utopian sacred 

space in which representations of violence are used to deconstruct oppression, but unlike 

WMC, where the liberation of revolution is always represented as complete, at COA it is 

ongoing and expanding.  The center of this expansion, appropriate to the history of the 

congregation, is the liberation of African Americans effected through the civil rights and 

Black Power movements of the 1960s.  The murals, in particular, depict liberation in 

Black.  The ongoing history of the Church of Advocate declares and seeks to enact the 

murals‘ activity, living subversively and hospitably in relation to the dominant cultures 

misrecognitions of their exclusive and arbitrary social world.   
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 COA‘s unique national orientation and mission to inspire practices giving space, 

hope, and voice to the marginalized, and the heretical-subversive, involves facilitating 

Americans‘ covenants with the COA visual narrative.  However, COA‘s imagery appeals 

more narrowly to those Americans whose identity is shaped by adherence to the African 

American liberation story of abolition, Civil Rights and Black Power.  Therefore, COA 

representatives offer interpretations of the imagery that attempt to consolidate the loyalty 

of others and encourage them to identify with a somewhat more abstracted and 

allegorized version of that story.  While African American community activists and 

Black cultural advocates are the main constituents, the loyalty of others (including White 

liberal/progressives) is leveraged by strategic inclusions, COA‘s association with Paul 

Washington and arts patronage and mural interpretations that abstract White complicity, 

allegorize the more violent historical referents and draw connections to the patriots of the 

American Revolution, and Martin Luther King Jr.‘s inclusive vision. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

 

In 1988, Episcopalian John Booty published The Episcopal Church in Crisis, a 

study of the shifting identity of the EC as it dealt with various crises of the previous 

twenty years.
1
  He wrote that, ―Our memories are full of images, images that stir our 

emotions because they represent something of ourselves, some things not yet laid to rest 

in our own experience.‖
2
 Significantly, many of those images and memories have to do 

with America‘s relationship with race and violence.  The visual culture at WMC and 

COA both represent local uses of memory-images to express and reaffirm identity 

through attempts to cope with historical memories and to live in covenant with those 

memories.  It would be impossible to covenant with both of these places. 

In Fall 2007, I presented some of this study at a large, wealthy Presybterian 

Church in the Philadelphia suburbs as part of a Sunday morning adult education series on 

―Sacred Space.‖ When I suggested that George Washington as American Moses at WMC 

was the Pharaonic antithesis of Frederick Douglas as American Moses, since Washington 

had owned slaves, several people expressed dismay about propounding critical 

perspectives on the Founding Fathers.  Among those dissenters, I recall most clearly one 

gentleman who told me he preferred to focus on the achievements of the founding 

fathers, and to teach his children about them, rather than focusing on what he called ―the 

negative.‖ While I don‘t think this was intentional, thinking about COA as the 

photographic ―negative‖ of WMC is a helpful analogy that puts the relational nature of 

these discourses and worldviews in visual terms.  An image and its negative are uniquely 

matched to eliminate ―negative space‖ when overlapped.  Comparing either of them with 
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an Episcopal church with a stronger parish ministry orientation would be interesting, but 

they would not line up.  The visual cultures of Washington Memorial Chapel and The 

Church of the Advocate are uniquely complementary in their history, national referents, 

rich layering and enduringly powerful artistry.  For a Christian pacifist like myself who 

appreciates imagery and likes to imagine an ideal ―church‖ as transnational and 

multicultural (and imagines that other Christians do too), churches that display the kind 

of national and cultural particularity that we find at COA and WMC are both fascinating 

and somewhat offensive. 

The ambitious visionaries that created these places are unique personalities in 

American religious history and the historical significance of each church and its social 

location in terms of denominational, racial and national identity is unique so that 

significant investigation is needed to understand what is happening at each place and how 

it came about.  In some ways, this is a tale of two Washingtons, their visualization and 

memorialization in space and the resulting practices.  George Washington did not exactly 

create what WMC has become, but as Bishop Henry Codman Potter said about 

Washington, in its glorification of White achievements and support for the U.S. military, 

WMC has come to embody for its constituents ―every best trait and attribute that have 

made the Anglo-Saxon name a glory to its children and a terror to its enemies throughout 

the world.‖
3
 Paul Washington is not exactly memorialized at COA, but in the 

enshrinement of his vision and its perpetuation by those who inherited his legacy, COA 

has ―become an icon for radical in your face movements.‖
4
   

Both places have diverged from the denomination in identifying, gathering and 

consolidating the loyalty of their constituents, but they have done so in ways consistent 
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with (or defined by) their visual culture and have oriented their ongoing interpretations 

accordingly.  Gaining new Episcopal communicants has never been a high priority.  

Washington Memorial Chapel has almost always been a functioning Episcopal parish, 

with a congregation made up most consistently of members of the church who attend 

Sunday services and serve on committees and so forth.  But its constituency of tourist 

visitors, wedding-goers and civic affiliates always overwhelmed the communicant 

membership.  In accordance with the visual culture, the predominant public discourse and 

religious practices of the Chapel have remained reverently oriented toward affirming the 

dominant social order of the United States and especially the national military societies, 

for the preservation of the status quo.  This explains why a reporter for the Philadelphia 

Inquirer would write that ―few of its 300,000 annual visitors know that the ornate 

limestone structure… also houses a small Episcopal parish.‖
5
 

COA has always been home to a parish ministry as well, but for forty years its 

rectors have prioritized hospitality to the disenfranchised, community development 

activists and radicals.  In accordance with its visual culture, the public discourse and 

religious practices of COA have emphasized new and creative expression of cultural 

identity and combative orientation toward the dominant social order, both for the 

achievement of equality and liberation from poverty and marginalization.  This explains 

why seven lines on one page of the COA website deals with ―Parish Information‖ and 

newspaper articles are more interested in cultural events and the soup kitchen than what 

happens on Sunday morning.
6
 

Both places have diverged from denominational norms in other ways also, but 

attending to the context of the shifts in alignment with Diocesan leadership helps us 
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identify the ways a cultural shift in the nation affected churches in the Diocese.  WMC‘s 

narrative was sufficiently consistent with the EC in the early 20
th

 century that Bishop 

Rhinelander would make public calls to honor Washington through donations to WMC in 

the Church News and consistent enough with civic identity that Herbert Burk would win 

the Philadelphia Award.
7
  COA‘s narrative was consistent enough with the liberal 

leadership of the EC in the 1960s and 1970s that Bishop DeWitt (1964-1973) would 

publicly support Washington‘s most radical colleagues on his endorsement and consistent 

enough with civic identity that Washington would also win the Philadelphia Award.
8
 

The first chapter was an introduction to the visual culture of the Episcopal 

Church, my churches‘ visual meta-narratives and the theoretical frameworks I applied to 

their analysis.  It specified the themes of particular religious, national and racial self 

understanding created by the visual culture and suggested that the visual culture enlists 

representative discourse producers to mediate their meaning to new audiences to facilitate 

their identification with the images, incorporation into the constituency and meaning 

making action in continuity with the visual narrative.  Chapter two described and 

analyzed the history of the EC in relation to American patriotism and militarism, race 

relations from roughly 1776 to 1916 and the resulting foundation of visual and material 

culture at WMC and COA.  I described the EC during this period as an elite, 

segregationist denomination with tendencies toward militant nationalism and these 

churches as visual cultural manifestations of those realities. In the third chapter I 

described the development a national orientation in the Episcopal Church in the World 

War I era and following and how that was worked out in the Diocese and WMC.  I 

described and analyzed the development of the visual culture at WMC to obscure 
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patriotic violence with piety and consolidate previously marginalized groups through 

classificatory inclusions in the space that validate the status quo.  Visual culture at WMC 

intends to ―Americanize‖ all groups of Americans, subsuming particular religious, 

cultural or gender identity and loyalty and forging them into a civil religious covenant 

community that affirms the divine origin and righteousness of the American social order 

established by George Washington and its ongoing military endeavors.  The church‘s 

representatives have been compelled to shape organizational structure and religious 

practices of the church to support the message and maintenance of the visual culture.  In 

chapter four, I described the development of race relations in the Diocese of Pennsylvania 

and how Paul Washington was shaped by the church and the city to become a 

representative of Black Power in both contexts and create a visual counter-narrative to 

the art of his own church and the WMC narrative of American history.  I described and 

analyzed the development of visual culture at COA to create a polysemic narrative about 

the violent agency of Black male liberators that simultaneously offends and enlists 

identification from outsiders.  The visual culture at COA intends to establish a 

communion of radically inclusive activists who will serve the local community, and 

oppose the oppression and injustice of the dominant American social order at home and 

abroad.  The COA constituency has been compelled to participate in new partnerships 

that transcend the congregation to perpetuate the maintenance and message of the murals 

in creative expressions of cultural identity, community development and critical 

engagement with the oppressive policies of the dominant social order. 

In terms of the iconomachy, COA has won the day for now.  The National Park 

Service remains somewhat distant from WMC but has granted COA National Historic 
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Landmark status.  The denomination has repudiated U.S. military intervention in Iraq and 

(at least symbolically) become a champion of antidiscrimination and justice.
9
 In 2007, 

two blocks of Diamond Street were renamed Fr. Paul M. Washington Ave., due to a 

grassroots community movement, led by a descendent of Paul Washington, his son 

Kemah.
10

   

As an interdisciplinary project, my dissertation contributes to the academic study 

of Religion in several ways.  Most prominently, it is the only thorough treatment of the 

visual culture of these two famous churches.  Using Bourdieu‘s analysis of politics in 

conjunction with Smith‘s spaces and Morgan‘s functions of religious images helps create 

a more dynamic understanding of the reciprocal relationship of official representatives to 

visual culture in consolidating and mobilizing political groups.  By compiling and 

attending to more obscure interpretations of the discourse producers I have revealed more 

about the personal religious and theological commitments of the churches‘ 

representatives and the ways they have been compelled to mediate for these visual 

narratives and operate in divergence from the norms of the denomination.  My 

examination of WMC and COA in their larger social and historical contexts has 

developed fresh synthetic accounts of patriotism, race relations and violence in the 

Episcopal Church and the ways that ecclesial and national discourses on these themes 

shaped the religious visual culture of these churches.   

 I hope that future scholarship on religious visual culture can drawn upon this 

work to move it ever forward.  Future prospects for religious visual culture scholarship in 

the Episcopal Church are promising.  Episcopal Church and Visual Arts is a thriving 

community.  The Diocesan Cathedral, The African Episcopal Church of St. Thomas and 
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even the well-researched Old Christ Church are understudied places of fascinating and 

diverse visual culture that enlist discursive mediators and relate conceptions of religious, 

racial and national identity.    
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APPENDIX B 

ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTS 

 

The following are the interview transcriptions for Martini Shaw, Mary Sewell-Smith,  

Christopher Pyles, Tim Safford, Isaac Miller, John Carey and R. James Larsen.  

 

Martini Shaw, Rector of The African Episcopal Church of St. Thomas (AECST).   

 

Interviewed at AECST on Monday, October 30, 2006 by Matthew Hunter.   

(“M” indicates the interviewer.  “S” indicates Martini Shaw.) 

M: The following is my conversation with Fr. Martini Shaw of the African Episcopal 

Church of St. Thomas.  So, the first thing I‟ll ask is just a general question, which we‟ve 

talked about before, but just to get it on the record, about your history with the Episcopal 

Church and then coming to this church.  How long have you been… 

 

S: My personal history? 

 

M: Yeah. 

 

S: Okay.  I arrived here at St. Thomas, February 1
st
, 2003. I moved here from Chicago 

where I had served as rector of a parish there also with the same name, St. Thomas 

Episcopal Church.  The uniqueness about that church was it was the oldest black church 

in that Diocese and came here to become the rector of not only the oldest African 

American Church in the Diocese of Pennsylvania, but also within the nation, so… It s 

been 3 ½ years now. 

 

M: And have you always been Episcopalian? 

 

S: I grew up actually a Baptist. 

 

M: Okay.  How did you come into the Episcopal Church? 

 

S: I was introduced to the Episcopal Church during my college years and fell in love with 

the liturgy.  The call to ministry, of course I actually received while I was in the Baptist 

Church.  I was never ordained or anything, but that calling, some questions and 

discernment began which led me to really have a love and a fondness for liturgical 

celebration so.. I fell in love with the Episcopal Church. 

 

M: Great! So, it‟s certainly understood that Black Episcopalians are not the majority of 

this denomination.  How does that affect the relationship between a black Episcopal 

Church and the denomination at large, and their sense of being Episcopalian? 
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S: Well, I guess I don‟t look at it as, simply or just limited to the Episcopal Church, I kind 

of see it as a broader family, The Anglican Communion.  And if you look at the Anglican 

Communion, people of color are the majority.  So in the United States I think, African 

Americans make up 3 or 4 percent, 5 percent at most…Anglicans within the United 

States, but certainly within worldwide 75 or so million Anglicans, the large majority are 

people of color and many people from African actually. 

 

M:  Yeah!  I heard at one point that there were more Anglicans in…. Nigeria, I think than 

in the UK and the United States combined. 

 

S:  Yes, I would say that. 

 

M: So this church is the African Episcopal Church of St. Thomas.  I‟m reading this guys 

dissertation at Penn, Robert Ulle and he actually died before he could get his PhD but 

wrote this big thick dissertation about the history of the African Episcopal Church of St. 

Thomas, through like 1865.  One of the things he said is that St. Thomas Church has a, he 

calls it a diunital identity, being African and European, the way he describes it.  And I 

was wondering if that was something, you know we had talked a little bit about Afro-

centric versus Eurocentric in the Church, but I was wondering is that something, that 

sense of having a dual identity, is that something you can relate to or something you see 

in this church? 

 

S:  Dual identity in terms of… only dual identity I can recognize is certainly being an 

Anglican and what that means and what that has meant historically, historically being a 

pretty European community of faith.  But over the years just experiencing this large 

massive evangelism occurring over-seas in Africa where the numbers have shifted and 

there are more Africans now who are Anglican.  So there‟s been a shift there, but 

certainly being Anglican and being African American, from that standpoint, I can see that 

as a dual relationship. But a wonderful relationship.  I think that African Americans bring 

a different sense of spirituality to the Anglican Communion in the United States.  So, I 

think it‟s a good thing.  It‟s a good duality. 

 

M: Yeah, and you have experience in two I would say, probably fairly large Diocese, 

Philadelphia and Chicago.  Do you have a sense of what the state of race relations, both 

in the Episcopal Church and also in the Diocese of Pennsylvania are?  I mean, you have 

something to compare it to.   

 

S: Within the Diocese or the city? 

 

M: The Diocese. 

 

S: Well, both Diocese have organized groups.  Like, for here there‟s a group called Black 

Clericus, a group of the African American clergy.  And we kind of meet, just to discuss 

issues that are relevant to our various congregations as it relates to being African 

American.  But in terms of race relations, I have to personally say, that I have not 
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experienced an adverse or negative or clear racism.  I‟m sure there is.  There has to be. 

We all are human so… But I personally have not experienced it.  And maybe it‟s because 

I‟m at St. Thomas, I mean St Thomas is, with in the Diocese…. Not only is St. Thomas 

the first black Episcopal Church in the nation and therefore within our Diocese.  It also is 

a church within our Diocese that is, what we call… I hate to use the word “rich” but… 

resource rich, so if you compare us with… even with white churches within the Diocese 

we rank…for instance this past year, there are approximately a hundred and fifty 

churches in the Diocese.  And each church pays an assessment to the Diocese.  And that 

assessment that you pay is based on the resources that you have.  And St. Thomas, of the 

150 the last three years for sure, have been in the top ten, in terms of our giving to the 

Diocese.  So, even beyond the race piece, St. Thomas speaks in volumes as it relates to 

our commitment to the Diocese, and the work and ministry of the Diocese.  And really 

being committed to paying what we call “our fair share.”  Many churches are causing all 

kinds of controversy have withheld money from the Diocese and has really put the 

Diocese in a tight financial crunch.  We are committed here, and I have been pushing this 

for our vestry and will continue to push it, that regardless of issues and regardless of how 

people may feel about the Diocese or the bishop, or etcetera, we have an obligation and 

responsibility to pay our fair share regardless of what the rich suburban church up the 

road is doing.  And that kind of worries some people. “Why is it Father that we‟re paying 

more in Diocesan Assessment, than say, this very wealthy suburban church that clearly 

has more resources?”  Who knows the reason, I mean, but they have their reasons for not 

paying their fair share and I don‟t think we should get caught up in those reasons, or.. If 

we ask people to give, to tithe…  If we‟re asking parishioners to tithe to the church, I feel 

that we as a church should give our tithe to the Diocese.  Cause the Diocese has, in its 

turn, to give its tithe to the national church. 

 

M: Right, right.  (8:53) So when Fr. Anderson was here, he said some interesting things 

and I wanted to see if you thought this was accurate. 

 

S: Anderson Sr. or Jr.? 

 

M: Junior.  He made a pretty prominent call to St. Thomas‟s.  He said that he thought that 

within a few years that there would be black parishes that would shut down, if they 

couldn‟t become self-sustaining. 

 

S: He made that recently, at Homecoming. 

 

M: Yeah, right. And if St. Thomas‟s didn‟t…and then he basically said that St. Thomas‟s, 

because it is a self-sustaining parish and a strong parish, should help those churches 

become self-sustaining.  I was wondering if you had experienced that sense of St. 

Thomas‟s having a leadership role in the Diocese, or in the Deanery or in the Black 

Clericus. 

 

S: Yeah.  I think by the simple fact of it being the Mother church, it has a responsibility 

to churches in the Diocese, but the Episcopal Church U.S.A.  So whenever we get 
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requests to assist, if at all possible, we attempt to do that.  We don‟t often get requests, 

but when we do, we seriously take a look at it and see how, if any, we can be of 

assistance. 

 

M: Do you think he‟s right that there are churches that are going to shut down, in the next 

few years if they can‟t become self-sustaining. 

 

S: I would hope not (laughs), but I don‟t think it‟s just black churches.  A lot of white 

churches as well are threatening closing.  So I don‟t think it‟s a race issue.  I don‟t think 

it‟s a black church issue.  If you look at the churches that have closed over the last, say, 

5-6 years, they haven‟t been black churches.  They‟ve been white churches. 

 

M: Yeah, that‟s what Fr. Bonney said as well. 

 

S: So I don‟t take that on as a personal thing, specific for black churches.  I think, 

churches, if we don‟t do some things, all churches, will face closing, including St. 

Thomas.  If we don‟t, if we aren‟t serious about our call to the Gospel and what that 

means and relevant today for people..maybe not next year or the year after, but, we could 

very well too. 

 

M: I guess it can happen to any church. 

 

S: Exactly. 

 

M: Do a lot of people come and visit St. Thomas because of its history. 

 

S: Oh, yes.  We get people from all over the U.S., who are definitely Anglican, cause we 

have an annual feast day now, on the calendar, feast of Absalom Jones, February 11
th

.  So 

that feast day is celebrated throughout the church, in the U.S. on the 11
th

 of February.  So 

that allows the entire church, white and black, to at least for that one day, know some 

history about Absalom Jones and St. Thomas Church.  So I think most people feel a kind 

of connection.   

 

M: So do tour groups come through? 

 

S: Uh-huh- We have tour groups.  We have a tour group coming up in a couple weeks 

there, I just got a note on that, from Howard University.  So many groups will visit 

Philadelphia, as they visit Mother Bethel, they will visit St. Thomas and some of the 

other historic. 

 

M: Is there a special committee to handle those groups? 

 

S: Yeah, we have a historical society here. 

 

M: And they handle the tour groups? 
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S: Yeah.  The historical society… 

 

M: Yes, I know Mary Sewell-Smith. 

 

S: Yes! In fact, we‟re getting ready to start in a couple weeks, restoration of the property 

next door, the house.  And part of that house will be designated for historical, achival 

storage space.  Cause right now our records from the 1800s are just in closets, drawers.  

Not under any temperature control or fire protection or anything.  So, we‟re looking 

forward to, in a couple weeks starting that project next door.  It‟s going to create more of 

an opportunity for people to come and see some of the documents and artifacts that we 

have. 

 

M: Great!  Let‟s talk a little bit about art.  And this is a conversation we started the other 

day but…(13:44) again, getting it on the record is key so… What role do you feel the art 

at St. Thomas‟s plays, in the congregation, in the service, etc. 

 

S:  Well I would say that certainly the Afro-centric slant of many of our presentations, 

add to one‟s worship experience, ie. the Afro-centric windows that we have had installed, 

Afro-centric crucifix, large crucifix, in the nave of the church.  Certainly the use of 

Afrocentric colors, kente clothe, for the altar and parts of the nave, décor, in terms of 

hangings.  A person coming in, even if they‟re not a member, one of the things that they 

will immediately note is that this is a Afro-centric conscious church, just by what we 

have up. 

 

M: Yeah.  What do you think the art means to people?  Maybe another way to say it is: 

What message does the art have for the people of… 

 

S: Probably a closer connection…feeling closer connected.  If a person is looking at, a 

crucifix for instance and that crucifix is…obviously European and another crucifix is 

obviously Afrocentric in some nature, Afrocentric person, looking at both of them, 

African American person looking at both of them will probably feel a closer tie or 

connection to that Afrocentric one.  Just because it‟s… similar, it‟s an automatic 

connectedness I think.  I lift up, Hispanics are very good at.. I mean, you go into a lot of 

Hispanic Church and you see many of their forms of art, representing their culture.  

 

M: Yeah. 

 

S: And unfortunately, within the African American community, especially in the 

Episcopal Church, for many years there was denial and self-hatred, which still exists 

today, which prevented that from happening. 

 

M: Yeah, I remember you saying the other day that there were still some folks here who 

maybe didn‟t appreciate having Afro-centric art. 
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S: Oh yeah, there‟s still people who don‟t like anything Afro-centric.  Whether it be art or 

music or any other type of liturgical expressions.  It‟s usually older people who grew up 

during the time when it was not as fashionable and acceptable to embrace who you were. 

 

M: Okay. 

 

S: Certainly that carried over in terms of in terms of their church life, worship life as 

well. 

 

M: Yeah, I was going to ask you what you thought that antipathy towards that was about. 

 

S; I call it self-hatred.  Lack of appreciation for ones own gifts.  Which is understandable.  

If you‟ve been taught that one fabric, or one type of hair or one skin tone is better, that‟s 

part of who you are and what you believe.  It‟s quite understandable.  So people who are 

like that, even today in the parish, I tend to be very pastoral with. 

 

M: Yeah.  That was going to be my next question, how do you deal with people who.. 

 

S: Yeah, because I recognize… pastoral but at the same time, attempting to move them 

forward to a different level.  But pastoral because I understand why they‟re like that. 

 

M: Yeah. 

 

S: There didn‟t just decide to be like that, it‟s part of who they are.  So, as their pastor as 

well, I think it‟s important that you attempt to bring people to see… different 

enlightenment.  But it‟s a challenge sometimes. 

 

M: I imagine (laugh).  Let‟s talk about the American flag.  What do you think is the 

significance of displaying the American flag at St. Thomas. 

 

S: That flag probably was there, I „m assuming before St. Thomas acquired this building.  

But it‟s remained there.  And certainly I wouldn‟t DARE think of moving it.  I‟m 

probably one of the most patriotic persons there is. (laughing)  we lift up Veterans day 

and we lift up all the Patriotic days now. 

 

M: How do you do that? 

 

S: Well, Veterans Day is in a couple weeks.  This year I‟ve asked, first of all the Scouts 

to do, at the beginning of the service, posting of the colors.  You‟ve seen that? 

 

M: How they march in with the flag…? 

 

S: yeah.  They‟re doing that.  I‟ve asked Veteran in our congregation to come dressed 

some form or medallions or something reflective of their years of service.  And they will 

be part of the procession that morning. [I went to this service.  I didn‟t notice many of the 
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men who stood in the group of Veterans that had distinguishing dress or adornments.  

Maybe a couple.  I also don‟t remember them taking part in the procession although they 

did come to the front for thanks, prayer etc. during part of the service.  I rarely take any 

notes during a service.] 19:49 There will be a time to lift up those who are presently 

serving as well as a time to remember those who served and are departed.  So, I‟m big on 

the Veterans Day thing.  Veterans Day, Memorial Day, those are..  

 

M: Are those things that weren‟t done to big at St. Thomas‟s? 

 

S: No, we just started that. 

 

M: Its interesting.  I noticed, looking at the murals, there are some details in the murals 

that show participation of African Americans in different wars that the United States has 

been involved in and a few years ago at the Church of the Advocate, they had a big 

display of portraits [these were photographic] of African American service people, all 

over the sanctuary in there and I don‟t know… I was wondering if you had a sense that 

there was a resurgence of patriotism or  a desire to talk about how African Americans 

participated, both in the military and a resurgence of patriotism or.. 

 

S: Probably more of an interest in making sure that African Americans are part of the 

story that‟s told…  I think about the, down at where the Liberty Bell got moved to, 

there‟s going to be, there‟s a project in process now with the house and Washington‟s 

slaves. 

 

M: the Slavery Memorial.  The first in the country I think. 

 

S: Right!  So I think that‟s just an example of people saying “Oh, okay, we‟re talking 

about history. We‟re talking about the Liberty Bell.  We‟re talking about all this history 

that Philadelphia has… Where were the Black people during all that time?!?!” 

 

M: So it‟s more of a sense of trying to make sure that people understand that American 

history IS African American history. 

 

S: Right.  And that they played a role also. 

 

M: So it‟s not like, “We‟ve got American history and then we‟re got a separate thing…” 

 

S: Right. 

 

M: That makes sense. 

 

S: One has to be an African American.  I think in this situation, one has to be Anglican, 

one has to be African American and one has to be American. 
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M: Another things that (unclear) interests me about heritage too, I think.  I was 

wondering, and I‟ve been asking this at every church: are there families here that can 

trace their involvement at St. Thomas in particular or their family‟s denomination in the 

Episcopal Church back many generations? 

 

S: Yeah.  I don‟t know how many, or how far… You mean who are here now? 

 

M: Yeah. 

 

S: Certainly yeah.  I don‟t know how far back they can go… 

 

M: I met Fr. Logan, who is something like a fourth or fifth generation Episcopal priest. 

 

S: Right, his dad was an Episcopal priest too. 

 

M: And I remember, you mentioned that Margaret Rosell-Hawkins, or is it Hawkins-

Rosell, she was one of the founders of the Links… 

 

S: Oh yeah, right!  She was the one who I was telling you was the one who painted… 

 

M: the Stations of the Cross.  You said that her family is still here. 

 

S: Right… I thought you were talking about even farther back. 

 

M: Well… I am.  But I‟m interested in anything more recent as well. 

 

S:  I‟m not sure how much farther it would go. That‟s why its so important to write 

things, record history, because in a class I was teaching I asked a question: How and why 

did we acquire the name St. Thomas, or Thomas?  Why did we use Thomas when 

Absalom Jones founded the church?   Why did we use Thomas?  I mean, there are many 

saints we could‟ve used.  So that was actually an assignment but no one has come back 

with an answer yet.  Mary Sewell Smith actually didn‟t know.  So, we‟re trying to… 

 

M: Is that because Thomas was one of the first apostles to evangelize in Africa?  Is that 

part of his tradition?   

 

S: I hadn‟t heard of that one…(laughs) 

 

M: I don‟t know… or was Thomas India? 

 

S: India!  Right.  So why Thomas, I don‟t know.  Somebody mentioned, it‟s just 

conjecture but maybe it was because Thomas was doubting and people doubted, people in 

the Diocese doubted whether the church would survive or not.. I don‟t know.  We‟re 

looking into that. 
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M: Yeah. I‟d love to find out!  When you get the answer.. 

 

S: (Laughs). 

 

M: I want to get back to the role of St. Thomas in the Diocese.  Fr. Bonney mentioned hat 

at times where there is maybe dissent or something in the Diocese, a lot of churches kind 

of expect, I guess regardless of whether this is the way its supposed to be or not, a church 

that IS contributing its share to the Diocese, should have a voice in the Diocese.  Whereas 

a church that isn‟t contributing its share doesn‟t have the right to say, “Well, now you 

have to listen to me.   Is there a sense in which St. Thomas‟s is expected by other 

churches to take the lead on some things in the Diocese because they know St. Thomas‟s 

has a voice? 

 

S: Hmm.  Maybe some of the black churches expect that.  But, I don‟t think that 

generally speaking that‟s necessarily the case.  I mean our Diocese right now… I don‟t 

know if you saw the paper yesterday. 

 

M: No. 

 

S: Aw!  Front page of the Philadelphia Inquirer yesterday.  Have to grab a copy of that.  

Quite an interesting article about the bishop… 

 

M: Oh!  I‟m going to have to get a copy of that! 

 

S: Yeah.  It‟s worth reading.  Kind of a critics attack.  You‟ve been keeping up with  the 

critics attacking, mainly his leadership style and managerial style.  The Standing 

committee has asked for his resignation. 

 

M: Right.  And he‟s said he wouldn‟t…  

 

S: Right.  So, yesterday‟s article doesn‟t deal specifically with that.  It mainly deals 

with… He was rector of a parish in California, some 30 years ago, in which his brother 

was a youth director, before becoming a priest, and supposedly, some inappropriate 

behavior on his brother‟s part with a young girl…. This is what the article was saying.  

 

M: and the bishop didn‟t remove him or something? 

 

S; right, it had to do with how the bishop handled it.  His brothers been since removed… 

 

M: So Diocesan Convention should be fun and interesting then in a couple weeks. 

 

S: (Sighs)  I don‟t think it will be fun. 

 

M: I kind of meant that sort of sarcastically. 
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S: (Laughs) Yeah.  Yeah. It‟s probably going to be very contentious. 

 

M: Yeah.  I‟m going to try to come on Saturday. 

 

S: Oh my!  Yeah.  I guess my thing is.. the thing that happened 35 years ago is certainly 

not to be brushed over.  Punishment should be given to persons who committed any 

offense or crime.  I just have some issues and questions with, why is this being raised 

now, 35 years ago.  In my opinion, in an attempt to embarrass the bishop and lend 

credence to your…position of” “Time to go!  Get out of here.”  I just have some issues 

with the motives for the big article. 29:10 Because asking him to leave, resign, is not 

based on any immoral behavior he‟s done or improper handling of money, or stealing or 

anything like that, nothing like that, usually, or teaching of heresy or any of those items 

that are calls for asking someone to leave.  Mainly it‟s based on his style of leadership.  

Decisions that he‟s made, managerial style.  He‟s been bishop ten years so I just find its 

interesting after all this time to kick him out. 

 

M: Yeah if this was an important issue, why wasn‟t it raised some time in the past?  If it‟s 

an important issue, it‟s an important issue whether you agree with these things or not.   

Maybe getting back to some things about the art… in terms of the murals in the hall, 

there‟s a couple there that represent to history of St. Thomas‟s and then there‟s one of 

Mary and one of Jesus and then there‟s an African one, that‟s just called Mother Africa 

and then there‟s another one with the hands and the cross.  Are particular, are any of 

those particular murals ones that you feel are especially important or significant to people 

here, or to you? 

 

S: I think they all are really.  Have some significance.  Certainly the history one, tracest 

eh church from where it was to where it is now.  The one with Christ, actually that was 

done, a person in our congregation actually posed for that.  The Christ picture.  I would 

say all of them have different significance.  Pieces I guess. 

 

M: Let‟s go with the one that you mentioned that has the history of St. Thomas‟s.  What 

do you think that says about St. Thomas‟s and what does it say to St. Thomas‟s. 

 

S: Well the one I‟m referring to specifically is the different properties.  This is the fifth 

property that St. Thomas‟s has been a part of… which is a lot! 

 

M: Yeah. 

 

S: And unfortunately, where we have moved to now, this fifth site is not really user 

friendly in terms of space.  We have no parking.  We‟re running into a space problem.  

We‟re looking forward to restoration of the property next door.  So this, this is not an 

ideal spot at all.  I wouldn‟t dare breach a fifth move. 

 

M: It‟s pretty interesting though!  I imagine that there are very few congregations that 

have stayed together through that many moves.   



405 

 

S: Right.  That‟s true. 

 

M:  And so, the sense that this legacy has to be maintained is… 

 

S: And that‟s probably why, we have people who are members of this church, part of that 

legacy, from all over, that come from way over in Jersey, to King of Prussia, Delaware 

and all over.  I mean, they come from all over. It‟s not an immediate surrounding area 

that they come from. 

 

M: So belonging to this, St. Thomas Church, must be pretty significant to a lot of those 

people. 

 

S: Oh yeah!  I think so. 

 

M: Why do you think that is? 

 

S: It‟s history.  It‟s history way, way back and being eh first, as well as some people still 

like to be connected to an organization or church that represents to them, success. At one 

time St. Thomas acquired a reputation, I mean, it was a church of, you know, middle 

class blacks, and I think people wanted that separation, even on Sundays. (34:33) 

 

M: I remember your Easter sermon and all the various reasons people show up for 

church. 

 

S: As I think about some new people who are here within the last year, in conversation 

with them…many of them make comments that still let me know that that‟s very much 

important to them.  “Oh my!  Belonging to St. Thomas! This is the church to belong!” 

 

M: There‟s something that comes with that. Social capital. 

 

S: Yeah, especially within Philadelphia.  St. Thomas in Philadelphia has historically been 

a church of certain socio-economic strata, among its members. 

 

M: Yeah, all the way back to James Forten and others. 

 

S: Yes. As I said, many people like to be associated with that. 

 

M: there was another question I was going to ask you.  Every church is diverse.  Every 

church.  But most pastors and most rectors can also characterize their congregations, 

whether that‟s socio-economic status, ethnicity, political orientation.  Are there some 

other things there within that type of person who is drawn to St. Thomas. 

 

S: I would say that St. Thomas‟s is very different.  As I think about other Episcopal 

Churches, people are pretty similar.  This place is so, so diverse in terms of the 
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people….Yeah, its very diverse, in terms of socio-economic.  Even race!  We‟re not a 

hundred percent African –American church any longer. 

 

M:  How many white members do you have? 

 

S: Oh, I can tell you.  I can give you a count. 

 

M: (laugh) 

 

S: Let see.  Our most recent one is Steve of course.  You may have seen him up here 

working.  Steve is wonderful, he just joined about a year ago.  He transferred from a 

center city church.  A white church.  And has come in and been a marvelous addition to 

the family.  Has a wonderful ministry here.  We have several interracial couples.  There‟s 

another white… so I would say.  Not many.  Maybe 5 or 7. 

 

M: Uh-huh.  I was reading Bill Cutler‟s… do you know Bill Cutler? 

 

S: No. 

 

M:  He‟s at Temple. He‟s in the History Department and he‟s one of the guys working on 

the history of the Diocese.  They‟re writing a history and they‟re writing it in segments, 

time segments and he managed the 40s and 50s. 

 

S: 1940‟s? 

 

M: 1940s and 50s, yeah. (Laugh) Yeah.  A church with this much history, you have to 

clarify.  Other churches you don‟t have to clarify. But he said…that… St. Thomas‟s 

didn‟t open their membership to whites until 1965.   

 

S: 1965? 

 

M: That‟s what he said in his chapter.  Which is interesting „cause they had white rectors 

even in the 1800s there were a couple people who served.  At least according to Robert 

Ulle‟s dissertation there were a couple white rectors who served in the 1800s.  But 

according to Bill Cutler‟s chapter the membership wasn‟t open until 1965. 

 

S: I hadn‟t heard that!  Wow! 

 

M: Yeah.  I need to get back with him and find out where he got that from, but I just 

finished reading it.   

 

S: Right.  And…which raises the whole question of the name shift.  The word African 

was just reinstated in the name of the church, in the last 15 years or so, during Fr. 

Anderson Junior‟s time.  Before that it was just Historic St. Thomas Episcopal Church.  

Of course, originally, it had the word African in it.  Fr. Anderson‟s idea was to bring that 
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original name back into the official name and some people didn‟t like it and some people 

still don‟t like it, because they feel that it does create an exclusive presence. 

 

M:  well its interesting cause when Wil Gafney first mentioned the name of the church I 

thought maybe it was another denomination because I‟ve heard of African Methodist 

Episcopal and African Methodist Episcopal Zion. 

 

S: Right!  A lot of people confuse us with AME. 

 

M: Right and so I heard African Episcopal and I thought that was maybe another 

denomination I hadn‟t heard of…when I found out it was a part of… 

 

S: Right. So there‟s the confusion there.  Confusion with the denomination.  Confusion 

around AME.  A LOT of people think we‟re AME.  Cause the word Methodist missed 

doesn‟t… 

 

M:  Right.  They just insert it. (laugh) 

 

S: So some people like it and some people don‟t. 

 

M: There‟s another historic connection, which is with Freemasonry, with Absalom Jones 

being one of the first I think Grand Masters of the lodge. 

 

S: Yeah, of the state. 

 

M: Yeah.  Is that an ongoing connection? 

 

S: Yes. We have, annually, every February, Masons from around the state come and 

celebrate the life and work of Absalom Jones. 

 

M: When does that happen? 

 

S: Ohhhh…  Third Sunday in February.  Second or third Sunday. 

 

M: Okay, so a few weeks after the Feast Day. 

 

S: Feast Day, right.  (41:04)  What we do with the Feast Day is… 

The Diocese now, most Diocese lift up that in celebration, at the Cathedral.  That‟s at the 

Cathedral on a Saturday usually.  And the whole idea there is to get other churches, 

suburban churches and non-African Americans to be a part of the celebration.  And 

unfortunately, here in Philadelphia, it has not worked in the way that was hoped it would.  

You would think it really would work here, cause this is the Diocese where Absalom 

Jones was. 

 

M: Right. 
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S: But it pretty much has been… I mean you have some whites, but it pretty much has 

been an African American celebration at the Cathedral. 

 

M: Okay, and that happens on the Saturday. 

 

S: Right, I think next years it‟s Saturday the 10
th

.  And the bishop usually invites a 

speaker.  And it‟s a time to worship.  And we have our own celebration… 

 

M: On the Sunday. 

 

S: Right.  And the last 3-4 years we‟ve been doing a combined service on that Sunday 

with Christ Church and St. Peter‟s Church. 

 

M: Oh, alright.  And do they come up here or do you go down there or..? 

 

S; We alternate.  Either St. Peter‟s or Christi Church or St. Thomas.  Because of each 

church‟s connection with Absalom Jones. 

 

M: right.  He was ordained at Christ Church. 

 

S: Right and he attended or was married I think at St. Peter‟s.  But last year we didn‟t do 

it.  Interest had dropped.  So last year we took off.  Whether we‟ll to do it this year 

together, I‟m not sure.  This we have kind of a big to-do happening for Absalom Jones 

Day.  We‟re having the new presiding bishop, Catherine Jeffreys. 

 

M: Oh! Wow! She‟s being installed… 

 

S: This Saturday. 

 

M: Are you going down? 

 

S: Yes.  The St. Thomas Gospel Choir is singing! 

 

M: Oh! That‟s right.  I saw that in the bulletin! 

 

S: So, that‟s a wonderful honor for the church and for the choir.  They‟ll actually be 

staying and singing Sunday for her seating.  Saturday is the investiture in which she‟s 

made presiding bishop and Sunday she‟s seated in that position, and preaches. 

 

M: Yeah.  Getting back to the Freemason connection…is that something that was, not 

just in terms of St. Thomas‟s, but in terms of the Episcopal Church more broadly, was 

that something you saw in Chicago too, that there were a lot of Freemason‟s who were 

members. 
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S: Didn‟t hear much about that, no.  Didn‟t hear much about that there. 

 

M: Is it something that…you talked about the groups who come to St. Thomas‟s, are 

there a lot of members at St. Thomas‟s who are? 

 

S: Who are Masons? Yeah.  I‟m actually one myself. 

 

M: Oh, are you? Okay! 

 

S: I was made one since I‟ve been here. 

 

M: Alright. I was wondering cause I‟m not sure that the Baptist Church has the same kind 

of connection. 

 

S: Yeah. They are.  The people who come for the service for instance. Many of them are 

other denominations.  Baptist…some of them. 

 

M: Okay.  I guess I had this connection in my head between the Episcopal Church and 

Freemasonry.  

 

S: Maybe here in Philadelphia.  

 

M: That‟s probably what it is.  And also in Virginia, where the Episcopal Church has 

traditionally been strong.  Maybe it‟s a geographic connection.   

I deleted some question and I don‟t want to take up too much of your time.  This is the 

last question, getting back to the patriotism and things… Do you ever talk about America 

or patriotism, or the need to be patriotic in a sermon on Sunday morning. 

 

S: Oh yeah.  Because, I mean, we ARE American.  So one is called to, as a church, be in 

a position for striving, part of our baptismal covenant, striving to eradicate oppression, 

racism, poverty, which are all country or patriotic issues.  So one has to be, if one is 

committed to the baptismal covenant, I think one has to be somewhat patriotic, or at least 

involved in the political process.  I‟m challenging also, government at times.  When you 

feel that injustice is being practiced or exercised, being able to speak against it. 

 

M: Are most people, members of St. Thomas, of a political, a particular political party, or 

orientation. 

 

S: Probably.  Probably democrat. 

 

M: Okay. So is… 

 

S: We discuss.  I do know that there are Republicans also within the congregation.  That 

the reason why, during election time… 
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M: I was going to ask you whether there was a lot of buzz about the upcoming elections. 

 

S: Which one? Mayor? 

 

M: Mayor.. or governor… 

 

S: Certainly mayor, yeah.  Cause we have several connections with…several of the 

potential candidates.  Michael Knutter, who has already announced that he‟s running.  

His wife [unclear “and -----?”] are members at St. Thomas.  And then you have, Chaka 

Fattah, who is believed in a couple weeks is going to make his announcement that he‟s 

running.  We have close connections with him.  So… It‟s a delicate situation.  Cause 

what happens in the African American community is, unlike the European community… 

When I worked as an assistant at a predominantly white Episcopal parish, politics was 

completely…outside.  It was not something that… Whereas in the African American 

community, you are expected as a pastor, that is leaders of the community to... be 

involved.  And, I mean, what you find most people do… they go as far as personally, 

cause you‟re really not supposed to, as a church, publicly endorsing, personally 

endorsing, but doing it publicly.  Which we all know… for some people that‟s just 

determining how they should go as well.. 

 

M: Sure. 

 

S: That was very much not part of the suburban church… Noooooooooo way! (Laughs) 

That simply has to do with historically the black church always being in the forefront of 

community involvement.  If you look at, even if its the presidential election, you look 

mostly at the news, when candidates are visiting, usually, not all the time, usually they‟re 

visiting a black church.   

 

M: Yeah.  I think you‟re right.  There‟s a certain public role, often played by black 

Christians that‟s not played in the same way by white…particularly in the North and the 

Northeast.  There are some very politically active and vocal white churches in the South.  

So maybe not as much in the North and Northeast.   

 

S: On second thought.  When I was in Chicago and I actually ran for office, that would 

not have happened.  That probably would not have happened if I was… I probably would 

not have the support of the congregation probably. 

 

M: Yeah!  I saw that [Fr. Shaw has a simple campaign poster on his office wall].  Has 

there been any talk about doing something like that… 

 

S: No!  It was a wonderful, wonderful, outstanding experience.  I don‟t have plans to do it 

again.  But it was a wonderful experience. 

 

M: yeah.  I would think that they keep you to busy around here to do something like 

that… I laugh) 
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S: That‟s very true too.  The interesting thing is… you find most of the time…you think 

about African American elected officials who are also pastors, all of them are in large 

churches.  I think about people like former congressman Adam Clayton Powell, 

Abyssinia [Baptist in NYC].  Floyd Flake.  He‟s no longer Congreessman.  Pastor of 

huge AME Church.. Right here in Philadelphia, Congressman… Bright Hope Baptist 

Church….[thinking] 

 

M: Yeah!  [We‟re trying to think of his name} I‟m not getting it either. 

 

S: Yeah.  Locally, if I think about Chicago at least, State Senate… Senator Meeks huge 

Baptist Church [Salem Baptist Church].  So its usually the big… 

 

M: Yeah.  It would have to be I guess. 

 

S: It would have to be because you have to have staff. 

 

M: Big support staff. 

 

S: And if you have a small church you‟re doing everything yourself.  Large church you 

have large staff.  So.. 

 

M: Great!  Well… I don‟t want to take up any more of your time today…  I might take up 

more of your time in the future… 

 

 

Mary Sewell-Smith, member of the AECST Historical Society 

 

Interviewed at the AECST on March 25, 2006 by Matthew Hunter. 

 

(“M” indicates the interviewer.  “S” indicates Mary Sewell-Smith.) 

 

M: Mary, the first thing I‟m going to ask you is to talk about your personal history with 

the African Episcopal Church of St. Thomas. (She laughs) You don‟t have to go into all 

kinds of detail, but just a brief description of your personal history with the church. 

 

S: Well, first of all let me say that I‟m happy to do this and I was actually born into 

the..into St. Thomas. 

 

M: Can I ask you your birthdate? You can say no. 

You can answer any of my questions “no” but… 

 

S: It was a long time ago, okay? 
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M: Yeah, I‟d just like to give people a sense of the degree of personal history you‟re 

bringing to it, but I understand if you don‟t want to do it. 

 

S: Okay, as long as you don‟t publish it in what you write. 

 

M: Okay, that‟s fine.  We‟re off the record. 

 

S: Okay.  I was born on August the 17
th

, 192-.  My parents were members of St. Thomas.  

My father had joined St. Thomas as a young man in the early 1900s.  He came following 

friends of his, names who are still well known in the church; Mr. Trulear and (unclear) 

and they were young men at St. Thomas and St. Thomas was always known for having 

pretty girls so these teen-aged fellows ended up at St. Thomas.  He was an acolyte and 

very early on became a member of the vestry.  So, at any rate my brother and I were 

baptized at St. Thomas and for reasons that I don‟t know or don‟t really recall, I wasn‟t 

baptized as an infant.  Cause I remember it very well, I was at least 6 years old and my 

father liked to tease me and tell me that the minister was going to put water on my hair 

and I didn‟t want water on my hair and it was a big occasion and I just remember going 

to church was sort of the highlight of our week. It was just something that I looked 

forward to.    

My mother was what they called then the “acolyte mother” and she would be in the 

sacristy with the acolytes before the service seeing that they were all properly vested and 

cleaning up the hell in the cassock… she always had needle and thread and I got to be 

with her and I got to see the inner workings and the preparations for the service and felt 

very comfortable and very much at home in the church.  My brother was an acolyte and 

the acolytes (he and his buddies), their job was to light the candles at the beginning of the 

service and extinguish the candles at the end of the service, whereas now the service ends 

with the words of dismissal.  In those days the end of the service was really the 

extinguishing of the candles on the main altar.  And we would sit there and watch them 

put out the candles and of course the thing was that they should do them in unison and 

come from the far ends and then gradually come in and my brother and his friend, they 

would gather at our house and my mother would set up some candles so they could 

practice and since my father had been an acolyte he would give them some pointers about 

how you look out the corner of your eye… and we would sit there and watch. My brother 

was about 3 or 4 years older than I and I looked up to him and idolized him and watched 

my dear brother and his friend do the candles and now I find myself still watching even 

though it no longer has that… you know, no one MOVES until the candles are 

extinguished and when the last candle was out that was the signal and everybody got up 

and put their coats on. 

 

M: Do you know if it was like that at other Episcopal Churches?   

 

S: I have no idea.  But I can remember that so well… Now this was at the 12
th

 St Church.  

We lived in South Philadelphia at the time.  At 15
th

 and Christian.  And the church was 

located on 12
th

 St between Walnut and Locust.  And it was a lovely building.  We have in 

our archives the vestry minutes, the complete description of the building of that building 
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and the care that went into selecting every time that went into the building.  It was built 

with great love and great attention and quite a bit of money for that day.  The church had 

received I believe 42,000 dollars for the sale of the Fifth St. property and all of that was 

spent plus they had borrowed some additional money. 

 

M: Do you remember the visual arts and the visual presentation of the church being a 

pretty important piece of that? 

 

S: Oh yes!  A lot of care went into the selecting what the wood and what the stained 

glass… 

 

M: What thing made the biggest impression on you? 

 

S: What I remember was the vaulted ceiling and that Gothic feel.  When years and years 

and years later I first came here to the Lancaster Avenue site I walked in and that same 

Gothic feeling and (gasps) you know like déjà vu? 

 

M: Coming home? 

 

S: Yes.  That‟s what I remember.  That and the pews.  The pews were similar to the pews 

we have today except they were a lighter color and the long aisle with the red carpet.  

There were so many similarities between that church and where we‟re currently located.  

The acolytes wore red vestment and I really don‟t… I‟m not sure when they changed but 

I know.. except of course during lent and funerals their cassocks were always red with the 

white, white (unclear) but they were bright and ornate and I remember this red because 

once my mother and this lady had gone shopping to 4
th

 street where even today the fabric 

shops are and went in and out all these little fabric shops looking for this cotton (unclear) 

in cardinal red.  I can hear “Do you have cotton  (toppling?) in cardinal red?” and “NO I 

don‟t have it but you go down to Joe down the street.”  But now of course they wear 

black… and since my father was on the vestry we would have to wait after church when 

they would count the money and even now I see wives and husbands hanging around 

after. 

 

M: I had the same thing!  My dad was always an elder and we were the last ones to leave 

church on Sunday morning.  It drove us crazy unless some of our friends were in the 

same thing… 

 

S: Well, the lady that you met when you were here.  Isabelle.  She would be there waiting 

and a couple of other of our friends.  And of course at 12
th

 street, then as now there 

wasn‟t any place to play so we would either be downstairs in the activities area of out on 

the steps of the building next door which was the SS (unclear) laboratories and they had 

high steps and we would play out there.  But on big Sundays like Easter, when they had a 

lot of money to count (some Sundays there wasn‟t all that much, you‟re talking about the 

Depression days) we were there and we felt like it was really ours, that it was part of the 

extension of our home and we were very very comfortable there and St. Thomas‟s has 
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always made much of these children and young people and we never felt like we were in 

the way, just perfectly comfortable for us to be there. 

 

M: Are there things that pop up in your memory when you think of the buildings between 

12
th

 Street and here. (14:37) 

 

S:  Yes.  Now… 

 

M: Things you see in your mind when you think of those places? 

 

S: I was never… never attended services at 57
th

 and Pearl, which is where the church 

moved from 12
th

 St., because my father did not agree with the decision to move and 

resigned from the vestry and changed our affiliation from St. Thomas to another 

Episcopal Church and we went there for a number of years.  In looking through some of 

the records that we have I found a letter where our memberships were transferred.  He 

transferred himself, my mother and me.  Now my brother was old enough to make his 

own decision and he did not transfer. 

 

M: He stayed here?  

 

S: he stayed here and continued to go… 

 

M: Those are some strong personalities! 

 

S: yes. 

 

M: I mean, your father obviously a strong personality for making that move but your 

brother too for deciding … not exactly against, but making his own decision. 

 

S: He wanted to stay and my father… I can hear him say “Well alright, I can understand 

that.”  So I can‟t tell you but I ask people who actually did attend there and try to get a 

sense from them to describe it.  When we came back to St. Thomas it was just after Fr. 

Anderson Sr. came to the Church. 

M: Late 40s? 

 

S: Yes.  The church moved from 12
th

 St. in 38 I believe and we were only at 57
th

 and 

pearl for less than 3 years I believe.  It was planned as an interim.  My father said “yeah. 

Interim.” He did not trust that it was going to be but it did prove to be an interim spot and 

we have in the archives journals from Fr. Robert Dagnall who was rector at the time of 

the move and he writes about his search for an appropriate site for the church.  And when 

he finally found a site at 52
nd

 and Parrish its “I found it! I found it!” and it‟s all 

handwritten and underlined and he said “I couldn‟t do it.  We found it. We found it!”  

Unfortunately he only lived a few years after we moved to 52
nd

 and Parrish. (18:36) 

Then Fr. Anderson Sr. was called to be the rector and when my father heard about him… 

and I‟m sure he missed St. Thomas and the associations there…  I‟ll back up and say 
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during the times after they moved to 52
nd

 and Parrish occasionally I would get to go with 

my brother because of course I missed my little friends.  We would go on the subway and 

the L and the bus to get to 52
nd

 street and we frequently arrived halfway through the 

service but we got there and to make long story short when the new rector came in one 

Sunday my father said “Well, we‟re all gonna go.” And he met Fr. Anderson and it was 

almost an instant connection.  They connected and became the best friends and 

confidantes.  Fr. Anderson was a younger person than my father but they really hit it off 

and from that day we were just back at St. Thomas.  I don‟t think my father ever served 

on the vestry at 52
nd

 but he was behind the scenes guy.  My father was medical doctor 

and he gave professional courtesy to all.. I don‟t know how he made any money because 

he treated all of the ministers and his doctors friends and all of the professional people 

gratis and he had a lot of ministers and their families as his patients and Fr. Anderson and 

his family became patients of my father.  Matter of fact you met… Well her name is Mrs. 

(unclear) now because she married again after Fr. Anderson died but she was expecting 

when she arrived in Philadelphia.  My father had a general practice, he also specialized in 

obstetrics and he became her doctor and they were very very close. 

 

M: He didn‟t deliver Fr. Anderson Jr. did he? 

 

S: No! He was about 5… I can see him so well as a young boy.  She was expecting her 

2
nd

 child whose name was John and later became an attorney and was a member of City 

Council. 

 

M: Now I know that Fr. Anderson Sr. was the one who basically commissioned the one 

portrait for the childrens‟ altar.  It says under that one painting of Jesus with the children 

that Fr. Anderson Sr. had like a contest for a painting for the childrens‟ altar and Bob 

Moore did that painting and it won the contest. Do you remember that? 

 

S: I don‟t.  I remember the painting but… 

 

M: Do you remember the arts in general being something that was important during Fr 

Anderson Sr.‟s tenure at the church? 

 

S: Let‟s just say that all of the artistic expressions. Music the visual arts literature.. has 

always been important at St. Thomas down through the years.  When you look back at the 

history of the church there was at the 5
th

 street church a library.  An extensive library in 

the activities area of the church.  This is back in the early 180s when books were hard to 

get they had a library of at least 300 books.  There were literary societies and a debating 

group.  And they met at the church.  The church has always been like a center of the 

social life and the cultural life of the African American… of some segment of the African 

American community in the city.   

 

M: How would you describe that segment? (26:17) 
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S: (Long Pause) Well, you had people who were socially and politically conscious.  Who 

felt that they had a legacy from the founders, from Absalom Jones, who were committed 

to perpetuating it… this legacy.  And that included a great deal of focus on education and 

utilizing your talent, your skills to the maximum.  Whatever they happened to be, 

whether mechanical or artistic, they were working people; let‟s say people who were 

gainfully employed.  In those days there wasn‟t a great deal of distinction between “Well, 

I‟m a professional and you‟re…” I was talking with someone recently who was saying 

that one of my father‟s closest friends worked in the post office and they were saying 

“Well, your father was a professional and this person was…” suggesting that they 

weren‟t on the same par.  But that wasn‟t the case.  Working in the post office was a very 

respected occupation at that time and if you had a steady source of income that placed 

you in a very respected position.  In fact I can remember that my father used to send us to 

the nearest post office to get stamps and what-have-you and the person who was the 

manager I guess or whatever you call it of that branch was a friend of his.   I don‟t think 

he was a member of St. Thomas.  His name was Mr. John Brown and Mr. John Brown 

was at that time the only black manager of a branch of the post office and my father 

would say “Be sure to knock on Mr. Brown‟s door and let him know that you‟re there 

and give him my regards.” And I remember saying to my brother “Why do we always 

have to knock on Mr. Brown‟s door?” but I see now that that was my father‟s way of 

saying “this person is important and he has an important position” and letting us see as 

black children this black man in this very important position.  So I‟m just saying that to 

say that that was the segment of the population that were members of St. Thomas.  You 

hear sometimes.  St. Thomas now is, we love everybody and “Ya‟ll come,” but it has had 

a reputation down through the years of being “snooty” or selective.  If it was that way I 

wasn‟t aware of it but I do know that it was a center of the cultural life.  A lot of 

emphasis on music down through the years.  Really more than the visual arts.  Starting as 

far back as very early, had the earliest pipe organs in the earliest churches and you can 

see in the… they talk about the stained glass and the Sunday School commissioned 

stained glass for the 12
th

 St. church and it‟s interesting that the subject was “Jesus and the 

Children.”  There‟s no remaining pictures of that and I don‟t remember that.  Maybe I‟m.. 

I might be getting a little confused.  That was at the 5
th

 St. Church.  The only art that I 

remember clearly at 12
th

 St. was the Peale portrait of Absalom Jones.  I remember that so 

clearly.  It hung outside the sacristy door and I remember my father saying “This is the 

founder of the church.” And I remember saying “Yeah. Yeah.” And of course as I told 

you that …unfortunately that portrait was given away apparently by some decision the 

vestry made…. 

 

M: Let me ask you another question about the heritage of the church and you‟ve already 

talked about the legacy that people felt like they needed to carry forward and then I want 

to kind of tie those two things together and then ask you a bit about the art that‟s here 

now and then we‟ll talk about the dissertation. 

This is a fairly specific question:  I just read a paper by a gentlemen at Temple who‟s 

working on a paper for a history of the Episcopal Church and I‟m blanking on his name.  

He‟s working on the 1950s… 

 



417 

S: Dr. Cutler.   

 

M: Yeah!  And he mentioned that the AECST did not admit white members until 1965 

and that‟s pretty interesting. 

 

S: Yes! Yes. 

 

M: Cause there were white ministers earlier than that.. at least according to the 

dissertation [the one by Robert ____ from Penn] St. Thomas had white ministers earlier 

than that. 

 

S: Right.  The original charter of the church. (37:51)…said that only persons of African 

descent could hold membership or office except for the minister and while we did have I 

think it was 3 or 4 white ministers who served the church I believe they were never 

declared rector even though they served for several years because there was a 

considerable period between the time when Absalom Jones died and William Douglas 

who was actually the second rector came.  But during all of that time they were 

continually searching for a person of African descent.  Apparently they were very well 

thought of and the church felt close to but it was always that they were interims.  And I 

think when the church applied to the Episcopal denomination there were certain 

conditions that they would have complete charge of their affairs to name one of their own 

as the deacon and hopefully the priest and I think it grew out of their experience of just 

wanting to be in control. 

 

M: Yeah! Sure! 

 

S: To have that freedom and the control.  That clause was taken out when the charter was 

amended… but that its interesting. 

 

M: the other question I had was whether there were any families here today that can trace 

their relationship with the AECST all the way back to the founding or near there. 

 

S: Yes. I think so.  There‟s a lady that I‟ve spoken with I‟m blocking on her name.  I 

know that.. I‟ll come back to that.  One of her relatives was actually a member of the first 

vestry and I‟ll have to get the name.  As you read back through the minutes there are 

names that stand out from one of our historical society members who died recently and 

Harold Trulear.. His family goes way way back into the history of the church you can see 

that name. 

 

M: There‟s a Baptist minister named Harold Dean Trulear.  Is that any…?  

 

S: Yes. Yes.  He‟s a son of St. Thomas.  It his father I was speaking of who recently died 

and his family goes way way back.  You see them in the minutes.  Now I believe it‟s the 

Rosell family which is the lady who did the stations… her family Rosell shows up very 

early.  There‟s a family… Gorgis (sp?) family.  That‟s an old St. Thomas family and we 
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still have some.  I think that the other thing that that these families have remained 

connected or they‟ve come back.  The connection is very very strong.  Its not always the 

religious body but it‟s also the center of the social and cultural fabric of the time. 

 

M: Great!  Now I want to tell you some of the things that have been going on in my head 

and then I‟ll get your comments.  You can analyze this.  I‟ve been thinking about “What 

does it mean to be the AECST?” Cause there‟s obviously some very unique things.  I 

don‟t know any church that‟s moved 5 times. (we both laugh)  Or had 5 buildings.  I 

know churches that have burned down and rebuilt or churches that have moved.  But I 

don‟t know any church that‟s moved this many times. 

 

S: Okay. Come to think of it, I don‟t either. 

 

M: Earlier I was asking Fr. Shaw about families that could trace their history back to the 

early days of the church and he mentioned the Rosell family but he didn‟t know of any 

others.  So at that point I was thinking. “This is interesting.” Cause obviously no one 

lives 215 years so something has to connect to keep this institution this same institution 

on some level that it was to begin with.  A lot of times it‟s the building.  You can have 

none of the same families but the group that‟s at that building is that institution and they 

remember it and some things like that.  But here you‟ve got 5 different buildings so it 

must have been pretty important to maintain this sense of BEING the AECST. And it 

sounds like there are some families that can trace it all the way back but obviously it‟s 

not the majority of the people who are here… 

 

S: But it‟s the idea. 

 

M: Yeah. What is that? (47:20) 

 

S: It is the social element as well as being a church, your social life revolved around the 

church and the activities that took place at the church.  The fancy teas and the balls and 

the dinner dances… 

 

M: So there were some unique cultural kind of event that took place but if you wanted to 

be part of those things then St. Thomas‟s was the place to be. 

 

S: Right. 

 

M: Do you think there are some other things that are part of what that legacy is? 

 

S: Well, that‟s the big thing the November exhibit is really going to key on what is the 

legacy of Absalom Jones and who were the people who have perpetuated this down 

through the years who keep this whole sense of… the freedom and the self-determination 

that is being totally in control… calling the shots.  That‟s been a major major factor from 

the very beginning. And today that self determination is a big big big factor. 

Of course education, focus on the arts, no question about it. 



419 

 

M: Is patriotism important, and has it been important?  That‟s two different questions. 

 

S: That‟s a good question.  I think it‟s been more of a commitment to the African 

American body as a significant part of the national body.  To uphold our relationship in 

the national body. (51:42) There‟s always a point of pride… There‟s been a lot in the 

papers recently about whether the Episcopal Churches are meeting their obligations, 

financial obligations to the national body.  It‟s always been a point of pride at St. Thomas 

that we‟ve always met our financial commitment and obligation to the national body.  

And also I think it carries over into the country… that there‟s pride in whatever was 

expected… we‟ve always met.  But we always have our first commitment to supporting 

our own and responding to the needs of the African American community as we‟ve 

perceived them to need. 

 

M: Let me go on to ask about the visual arts as they‟re presented now in the church. Do 

you remember when some of those things first went up, in terms of the stained glass and 

the murals and some of those things? 

 

S. Yes. 

 

M: Do you remember people‟s initial reactions to some of those? 

 

S: Oh, yes.  First, let me back up and say that we had beautiful stained glass at 12
th

 St.  

We had a beautiful window of Jesus and St. Thomas that was the centerpiece of the altar 

at 12
th

 Street.  Of course I don‟t remember when it went up but I do remember it.  And 

that was very important and after it was made to save that when the 12
th

 St. Church was 

torn down but it was subsequently lost in the fire at 52
nd

 St.  When we moved to 

Lancaster Avenue the church was beautiful but we wanted to give it a more Afro-centric 

feel and that was the motivation for the two stained glass windows that we added.  That 

was very exciting that we were going to have… as beautiful as the windows in the church 

were that these would be ones that WE would add and that would be more reflective of 

our culture.  People were able to contribute funds toward the creation of these windows 

and there is the scroll with all the names of people who contributed and it was such an 

exciting thing.  The church was so excited particularly for the first one the Absalom Jones 

window and I remember going and first of all seeing the sketch that Bob Moore made.  I 

think they called it a “Cartoon” I had never heard “cartoon” used in that way but 

apparently the sketch that he made, from which the window was made was called a 

cartoon and I remember seeing that and it was on display at the church.  Remember we 

were collecting money! Then we connected with the Beyers studio.  Are you familiar 

with them at all? 

 

M: Not really.  Only from your… 

 

S: It‟s a wonderful organization.  I think we put out bids and the head of that 

studio…somehow he and Fr. Anderson met and he got really excited about the whole 
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idea.  And we actually went out to Bob and went out to the studio and saw when they 

were making the window and selecting just the right shades of glass to get the right skin 

tone.  It was really amazing and we really felt like this was ours.  That one I remember 

very well.  I was not as involved in the second window although I was of course aware of 

it and we were collecting funds for awhile and I actually was able to make a contribution 

to it and that cartoon was done by another artist who was not a member of the church but 

certainly a well-known artist but I was not as intimately involved in that one.  I almost 

feel like the Absalom Jones window was just.. that was just so wonderful to be there and 

see it develop and Beyers came to the church for the dedication.  We were very involved 

with Bob and the development of the murals.  His original idea was that the Historical 

Society were going to be the custodians of the murals but somehow legally that was not 

it..  The murals were actually given to the church but the Historical Society always felt 

like we were responsible for overseeing them and I think we actually paid for the hanging 

of the murals so there was a very close connection and I remember going to Bob‟s house 

to see each one as he was getting to the point where he was ready with each one.  Fr. 

Anderson was there and different members of the Historical Society would go out and we 

just definitely lived through that; the creation of each one.  I guess everybody has their 

favorite and I love them all but the second one, the procession and of course Fr. Anderson 

and Sadie are IN that procession cause at the time they were the ministers.  That one is, if 

you can have a favorite, is my favorite. 

 

M: What does it mean to you?  I don‟t know if you can even articulate it exactly but…. 

 

S: Well, it really… in that I can see and feel the church down through the years.  You 

have well, first of all the actual depictions of the sites of the church but the procession 

starting with Absalom Jones and coming down through the years.  You see how the 

congregation changes in the attire and in the 60s with the big bush hairdos and that this 

has been a continuum.  I guess I always feel that St. Thomas has had trailing clouds of 

glory.  There is this continuum that continues up the present day and that we are still 

carrying the best of all that went on before and it‟s still with us and its part of… St. 

Thomas today is very different and with all those changes it still has the essence of all 

that is best and all those people that passed through the church and all that they‟ve left.  

The African philosophy says that as long as a person‟s name continues to be called, the 

person‟s spirit lives on.  And we have on ALL SAINTS DAY we of course call the 

names of all the saints of the church but also all the members that we have.  You can list 

all your deceased members in the program and I always insist on listing all names of the 

deceased Historical Society members.  You can of course put in “Deceased members of 

the Historical Society.”  No, no, no. Every one by name, so that their name gets called 

and I do feel that these people who gave so much to the church that I want their names to 

be called, cause they‟re still here and what they‟ve invested in the church.  That‟s what 

keeps St. Thomas alive.  Almost every Sunday someone joins the church and that‟s a 

blessing but they‟re joining with these people who are still here.  Their essence is still 

here and I think that‟s what makes St. Thomas strong. 
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M: That‟s great cause I asked what makes The African Episcopal Church of St. Thomas 

“African” from the fact that its mostly made up of people of African descent and that‟s 

interesting cause that‟s a stronger sense of… almost of the ancestors and its interesting 

cause “All Saints Day” is a traditional European Christian thing but that‟s a different 

interpretation and its pretty uniquely African and I appreciate you sharing that. 

 

S: And I think the other thing, at least for me, is that the 2 Andersons (Jr and Sr) have 

such a strong identification with their African heritage and of course both of them, 

because of their appearance think that they‟re Caucasian.. We used to kid Fr. Anderson 

Jr. cause he kept a perpetual tan and we‟d say “He‟s just trying to make sure everybody 

knows he‟s a brother.” (We laugh)  But Fr. Anderson Sr. was very active in the Civil 

Rights movement and kept the church in it and going back to the earlier heritage of 

Absalom Jones and others who were so involved in the abolition movement and their 

feelings of anti-slavery.  You don‟t get as much of a sense of that, say in the 30s and 40s 

or the 20s and the 30s you don‟t get a sense of that at least in reading the minutes but Fr. 

Anderson comes and he‟s very much involved and of course Fr. Anderson Jr… He‟s a 

child of the 60s and we had Fr. (unclear – sounds like “Tremendous”).  He was under Fr. 

Anderson Sr. and he was from Kenya and he was up at Lutheran Seminary and was with 

us for 4-5 years during the time he worked on his dissertation and he brought and 

wonderful, wonderful sense of African heritage to the church.  We still are in 

communication with him.  He worked and then he went back to Kenya.  But really we 

forged that connection and now – you‟ve met Fr. Bonney? 

 

M: Yes, he‟s from Ghana! (1:13:30)  I remember even running across something in the 

minutes about the dedication of the 12
th

 Street church.  O f course back in the original 

dedication of the 5
th

 St. Church, they had invited a white minister to come and talk and he 

had made some fairly condescending… kind of statements. 

 

S: Yes! 

 

M: and so there‟s this discussion in the vestry minutes of who they are going to invite 

either to the ground breaking or dedication of 12
th

 St and they invited Alexander 

Crummel and maybe the minister of Mother Bethel and then there was something in 

there… they didn‟t have a name in there they just said “A respected white minister in the 

community” or something.  And somebody challenged that and the vestry made a motion 

to strike that and the discussion went back and forth and the statement was eventually 

stricken.  I was thinking if they remembered what the last white minister came and said 

and they were thinking “We‟re not having that again.  We don‟t need them.”  

 

S: Yes, I‟ve seen that! 

 

M: And their sense of independence is great and they‟ve survived now almost a hundred 

years later… 
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I‟d love to get some of your impressions of the Dissertation [A Penn dissertation on the 

History of St. Thomas by now deceased Robert Ulee).  I‟ve already taken up more of 

your time than I intended. 

 

S: That‟s alright.  I have not read it cover to cover.  When I was copying it I would get so 

interested that I‟d stop and read that part and of course I‟ve read the conclusion and I 

can‟t tell you how excited I am about it and having access to all the work that went into 

it.  I sense that he really saw the uniqueness of: “here is this body of formerly enslaved 

persons and now recently freed people who are connecting with this established white 

organization but are setting their own parameters” and how that‟s played out down 

through the years.  He really captured that in a way that I hadn‟t seen written about 

anywhere else and I was quite taken and would love to learn more about him and what 

led him to choose this as a subject but how this has ebbed and flowed and of course he 

only goes through the 1860s and I did read in more detail a part where the church was not 

admitted into the convention and the back and forth and it gives you such a unique 

picture of that time and the position that St. Thomas was in trying to be a vital part of this 

body that is ambivalent about your participation and then goes and sets up another 

mission which they can now control.  It was just exciting to me to see that and things that 

I had been thinking “Hey what‟s going on here?” and there it‟s just all spelled out like a 

picture here it is! 

 

M: Great! And it‟s my pleasure to be a part of that.  Thank you! 

 

 

 

 

 

Christopher Pyles, Assistant Rector at Washington Memorial Chapel (WMC). 

Interviewed at WMC on Monday, Sept. 25, 2006 by Matthew Hunter. 

(“M” indicates interviewer.  “C” indicates Christopher Pyles.) 

 

M: So I guess the first thing, just for the record, if you could just say who you are, and 

normally, for an oral history you ask people to state your parents names and where you 

grew up and things like that and then the next thing I‟ll ask you is the history of how you 

came to be at WMC. 

 

C: Okay, my name is Christopher Pyles.  I‟m an Episcopal priest.  I‟m the assistant to the 

rector here at the WMC.  My parents are Richard and Nancy and I grew up in ? Maryland 

and I came to the Chapel in June of 2005 after heading down from NY to interview here a 

couple of times and… group and individual interviews.  And the goal was to identify 

whether or not I would be a good fit for the Chapel in the context of this very unique 

ministry here in VF.  And it was determined that I would be a reasonably good fit for that 

fact.  So they advised me to come and be the asst to the rector here.  And I have been here 

for a year and1/4 and or a year and a third now. 
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M: Um, what exactly is your role and your responsibility at WMC? 

 

C:  That changes periodically.  Generally, I‟m responsible for the day-to-day pastoral 

operation of the parish.  My functions are probably typical of the average curate of the 

EC.  I‟m the one who does the home visits or the nursing home visits or the hospital 

visits.  In a typical month that might take up a week, in a month.  It‟s a lot of driving.  

Occasionally I teach a class.  I taught a 5-6 weeks class on Christian pilgrimage, so I do 

some teaching.  I have some experience in teaching.  I share some liturgical 

responsibilities with the rector, so in a typical weekend I would have half the services and 

he would have the other half.  I normally have the Wednesdays morning mid-week 

service.  I do a lot of the writing, that has been published and sent out. I‟ve kind of taken 

on some of newsletter responsibilities like, writing the articles and changing the articles 

and some mild formatting.  I‟m not overly computer literate.  I‟ve also taken on the 

writing of the Heritage newsletter, which you‟ll probably get in the next couple weeks 

which will highlight the events at the Chapel for the Fall and Winter of 2006.  And… 

other things crop up[ from time to time.  If there‟s a baptism or a funeral Fr. Larsen 

usually has first dibs on whatever might be happening and whatever extra activity might 

be happening, but I also assist with those sooo…  A little of a variety of things and some 

sharing in other things that together combines to create a composite of life, ministerial 

life at the Chapel.   

 

M: Could you describe the congregation, the membership of the parish, in terms of things 

like, race, class, gender, maybe political orientations, education, employment, where they 

live… those sorts of things 

 

C; The Chapel has traditionally been understood to be a mainline type congregation, 

comprised of older wealthier people and that‟s changing a bit.  I have had occasion to 

look through photo directories.  One from ten and one from 40 years ago and even the 

difference between 1997 and 2003 is substantial in terms of what the parish looked like.  

In 1997 it was , it seemed to be that Octogenarians were the dominant demographic and 

there were a couple of younger people and a couple of families with younger children and 

in 2003 there… the older people seemed to  be younger.  There seemed to be a lot of 

septegenarians but also a lot… not a lot more but more parents in their 40s with children 

ages infants through pre-teen years. 

 

M: I noticed a couple younger couples in church 

 

C: In the past couple months, we had maybe 3 babies be born to couples in their late 30s 

and at the 9:15, a couple couples in their 20s and even at the 8 oclock there were a couple 

couples in their 20s.  That‟s also the service where there are the most older people, 

strangely enough.  The Chapel has a lot of highly educated people, that, we have, retired 

college professors, retired military officers, retired doctors, active lawyers, people in kind 

of technology fields…bankers, there‟s a fairly wide demographic of.. in terms of 

profession.  Racially, as far as I know there are, we don‟t have any minority parishioners.  

Which, for me, coming from, being at 2 different parishes, 3 different parishes in NYC 
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for 11 yrs, this is a completely different experience.  Even in the 1997 Directory, there 

was one black woman and by 2003 something had happened to her and she was gone. 

And as far as I know now, we don‟t have any at all.  I would say we have slightly more, 

maybe 55% female, maybe even a bit higher maybe 60%, largely because these are older 

women whose husbands have died, but if, looking back at the 1997 directory I can see 

that they used to have husbands who were parishioners here.  So, I think that‟s… 

 

M: Is the choir paid or are they part of the membership of the church or…? 

 

C: Three or four members of the choir and parishioners who are unpaid, but most of the 

choir is paid and… I happen to talk from time to time with Peter (Comkey?) who is the 

organist and choir master here from 1983-1991, and that was kind of the “golden age” of 

the Chapel‟s “Choir of Men and Boys” and he actually left because the vestry cut  his 

budget, the music budget right when Sheldon Smith was leaving because they  seized an 

opportune moment to save some money because there was no rector so they could do 

what they wanted.  And he left and we‟ve had maybe four or five music directors in the 

past 15 years.  Our current one Michael (DiOrio?) came in August 2005 and essentially 

had to rebuild the music program from scratch.  Because there was no choir when he 

came so it‟s been and intentional and painstaking process for him to recruit people who 

are able to sing the kind of repertoire that people at the Chapel are accustomed to hearing 

from the choir.  19
th

 century compositions for use at sung morning prayer and along with 

19
th

 cent primarily English mass settings for occasional sung Eucharist or choral 

Eucharist.  Musicians who are able to sing that kind of music… it‟s a fairy specialized 

kind of things so it‟s not as if you can just snap your fingers and you can produce 18 

singers who can produce that sort of thing.  So it‟s been difficult for him to get that 

together, but it‟s coming together and getting off the ground.  Even more difficult has 

been the recruitment of boys to establish a boys choir.  And this year it‟s grown, I think 

there are five or six boys.  It‟s a very slow process, but it‟s one of his highest priorities 

because anyone who knows anything about the history of music at the Chapel would 

know about the Choir of Men and Boys.  And in terms of using that also as a tool to bring 

more people in, even if at first it‟s just for the music and they can stay if they find it‟s, 

you know comfortable in this kind of a parish home... we‟re also aware of  that and that‟s 

why the music program has been supported… in terms of having a partially paid choir. 

 

M: We‟re already talking a little bit about money but what are the various funding and 

financial sources for the Chapel. 

 

C: The Chapel has modest to moderate endowed resources which are drawn upon to 

make up for the deficiencies in the operating expenses.  We are currently re-thinking the 

way we consider stewardship here.  This year the stewardship campaigns goal is to have 

$150,000 in pledges from the congregation.  But even that would still require us to draw 

down from our investments and obviously that‟s not the sort of thing that can continue 

indefinitely.  SO one of our goals is to think about our financial situation in new ways in 

order to put ourselves on stronger financial grounds, because the purpose of an 

endowment is to provide for the future, because we‟ve been left money in bequests or a 
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will or things of that nature because parishioners in the past believed that this place was 

worthy of supporting and wanted to see it keep going in the future.  Which is why we 

can‟t continue to keep drawing down on those resources because there won‟t be anything 

left for the future if we keep doing that.  So… finances are a complicate thing here at the 

moment but it‟s sort of at the forefront of everyone‟s minds.  I‟m hoping that in the next 

year or two we‟ll be on surer financial footing with more of a clear direction about what 

exactly sort of financial path we need to follow to keep ourself in the black without 

having to draw down on a regular basis from our endowment. 

 

M: Is the cabin shop a source income for the church?  

 

C: The cabin shop has a very close relationship with the chapel and the employees of the 

cabin shop… there‟s a salaried manager and a salaried assistant manager.  And they are 

responsible for day-to-day operations of the cabin shop and for coordinating the over a 

dozen volunteers that staff it.  I think the cabin shop has been open for 40 years and its 

always been staffed primarily by volunteers and the current thinking on the cabin shop is 

that  it is an essential part of the Chapel‟s visibility in the park and it also provides an 

opportunity for visitors to have human contact with employees of the Chapel.  The 

Chapel office is 2/10 of a mile down the road and the priest and the secretaries are not on 

site, so unless somebody comes to defenders gate, we are not going to have any contact 

with visitors.  We view it as a ministry that the Cabin Shop folks have as part of the 

Chapel family to be a welcoming presence at the Chapel for people who are here for 

either spiritual reasons or even as tourists. 

 

M: Sure, you have a lot of visitors.  A tour bus, it‟s the only place to get hot food in the 

park. 

 

C:  Yes, we have a corner on that. 

 

M: There‟s also a shortage of bathrooms. 

 

C: Yes, that‟s another reason for people to come. 

M: Do it help the church financially or is it basically just breaking even. 

 

C: I‟m not completely sure about the financial relationship that the Cabin Shop has with 

the Chapel. 

 

M:  Okay, the Washington Memorial Heritage.  Is that a separate entity? 

 

C: It is a separate entity.  The Heritage is responsible for the preservation and 

maintenance of the Chapel‟s architectural structures and its memorials.  If you look 

around the grounds, you can see in the Cloister of the Patriots and the Cloister and other 

places that this place is chock full of memorials.  And physically, they are connected to 

the Chapel, but in many ways they are separate because those sorts of things that you 

might encounter at a military cemetery or a place like that that are distinct from the 
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chapel.  But because they‟re physically connected to the Chapel they are subject to the 

same architectural concerns that the Chapel is facing. Even on the interior of the Chapel, 

in terms of the gifts from orgs like the DAR SAR and CAR the seals on the ceiling and 

brass plaques in the floor.  All these gifts were made in memory of people.  As such those 

things aren‟t necessarily particular to the Chapel‟s religious nature as much as they are 

part of the Chapel‟s status as a memorial.  So the Heritage has been charged with the 

preservation and maintenance of things like that.  So… moving forward the Heritage… 

money that  it collects, and the money that it has are to be expended specifically for the 

upkeep and maintenance of those sorts of things. 

 

M: Okay, are the people…I assume there‟s a board… 

 

C:  There‟s a board of trustees, that‟s correct. 

 

M:  Is the board mostly made up of WMC or…? 

 

C: Yes. 

 

M: Okay, so are there any people who are on the WMH board who are part of the 

community who aren‟t part of WMC? 

 

C: I don‟t know.  I‟ve never attended a board meeting.  I‟ve never seen the list of people 

on it.  It‟s chaired by Herb Reisner, who you should definitely talk to for additional 

information cause he can kind of give you an institutional history cause he‟s been here 

for over 30 years.  So he‟d be great to talk to.  He‟s the Chair on the Heritage board. 

 

M:  Are there others ways in which WMC is different from other ECs that you‟ve been 

part of (interrupted by phone call) 

 

M: Actually, I know that there‟s a proposed building expansion.  That  would be overseen 

by the WMH? 

 

C: I would assume.  I haven‟t… I‟ve seen those plans too.  Aren‟t they lovely? (sardonic 

laughter) 

 

C: I think the first thing that would need to happen before a serious discussion could take 

place about who would be doing what to whom during the construction thereof… we 

would need to secure funds for that and I know that Fr Larsen has a couple of trips 

coming up in the next 2-6 mos to a number of different places that have invited him to 

come and talk about certain things.  I don‟t know if he‟s going to these places to make 

proposals per se or if he just sort of going to provide some things for their discussion 

about whether the sorts of things that Chapel has in mind could be in line with their goals 

as an organization.  And among the places at the Chapel that are I think under 

consideration are extensive rehabilitative kind of work in the cloister, which is really in 

sad shape at the moment.  As you can see, the limestone all over the place is having real 



427 

difficulty these days with water.  And we‟ve had leaks in the sanctuary that have caused 

us to have to re-arrange ourselves during the worship service because when you‟re 

wearing silk, it‟s not good to sit in something wet.  So, we‟ve had to kind of shuffle 

around a bit.  One a more radical level there‟s been discussion about [directs my attention 

out a window to the opposite wing of the rear of the Chapel complex] it was built to be 

temporary when it was put up and when more money was available it would be torn 

down and rebuilt to look like this side.  So… one proposal calls for the walls of that wing 

and the middle wing to be removed and to be rebuilt with an additional level on top of 

what is already there with stone, but the top floor would provide additional conference 

and reception space for anyone who would want to use it along with an industrial size 

kitchen and elevator and bathrooms and that kind of thing.  Just to make the Chapel more 

of a destination for groups who are interested in [meeting in? unclear] the park in a 

setting that can facilitate almost any kind of gathering.  Also, in terms of funding 

opportunities, even if that isn‟t done, something has to be done about the problem of 

water coming through the stone. That has become acute in the past couple months and 

needs to be addressed because if it‟s not then the feeling is that damage will occur that 

isn‟t reversible.  The building is over a hundred years old and there‟s no reason we 

should be getting into this kind of situation at this point.  Shoring up what we already 

have is the priority I think. 

 

M:  What is your sense as someone who celebrates the Eucharist here as well as the 

prayers of the role that the art of the sanctuary plays in the service? 

 

C:  The art.   

 

M:  The statues, stained glass, carvings. 

 

C: Its very different for me being in a place that has what looks like a shrine to George 

Washington in a place where other parishes might have a shrine for Mary, but that‟s part 

of the Chapel‟s unique heritage.  The art and the architecture I think is much, comes 

through a bit more strongly when we‟re doing state services, when we‟re doing choral 

matins like we did yesterday for the Pa state service because quite often before a service 

like that there would be a procession of retired military guys bearing flags and posting 

flags in front and kind of they move around and sit in the front couple of rows.  On state 

service days the sermon would be…I haven‟t preached on this year but last year I…it was 

a new thing for me to try to relate what was going on in the appointed gospel lesson to 

the day, to a particular state, but I think I did it successfully, but the sermon is supposed 

to contain something relevant about whatever state is being commemorated on the 

particular day.  There are prayers for whatever state is being commemorated that 

weekend that are made mention of at the 9:15 and they are actually said at the 11:15. 

 

M: Almost every Sunday is a state service. 

 

C:  Every service except for Christmas and Easter…. At 11:15 would have a state prayer. 
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M: And the sermon is supposed to somehow…? 

 

C: No. The only service you‟d hear about a particular state is if that state was one of the 

13 colonies.  Only THEN if that chapter of the DAR from that state have a relationship 

with the Chapel to have brought about a state service for that state on a particular Sunday 

which would normally mean there are representatives from the DAR chapter of that state 

that (unclear) a contribution.  For instance I don‟t think… I could be completely wrong 

but I don‟t think that…  Rhode Island…. was one of the 13 colonies… 

 

M: I want to say yes but… 

 

C: Let‟s assume that it was.  I don‟t think we have sung matins for Delaware…  I mean, 

we certainly do for Delaware but I don‟t think we do for Rhode Island. I don‟t think we 

have any women from the DAR coming I don‟t think theres anything done but for most 

of the other 13 colonies there is a state Sunday, they will send people there will be choral 

matins there will be a sermon somehow related to that state, there will be prayer for that 

state.  We also do service like that for branches of the military, for the Colonial Dames 

and for … that might… and for other occasions as they arise.  I think we‟re doing 

something for the Oneida Indian tribe this spring (unclear) Dr Bodo Otto Sunday….. 

 

M:  I was here for the service for descendents of George Washington. 

 

C: Right.  And other things like… sometimes we even create our own service for groups 

like the Military order of World Wars for… there are one or two others that have this 

weird kind of service where the ... the priest is wearing cassock surplice and tippets and 

sometimes an academic hood, but it‟s not morning prayer or evening prayer.  Some 

prayers are said.  There aren‟t any readings from the Bible, there is an address but it‟s not 

a sermon sometimes there‟s a blessing at the end but not always.  Theres usually a 

procession of flags carried by somebody or other at the beginning and at the end but its 

just sort of a response to a need from groups that approach the Chapel wanting to have A 

service here but they haven‟t said at all what they would want that service to look like.  

They haven‟t set an y parameters about what the liturgy would look like. 

 

M: And I suppose the Book of Common Prayer is not really helpful in designing some of 

those services? 

C: Well, it depends. The BoCP has always been pushed and pulled to create almost 

whatever a group might be looking for and I think the current BoCP is especially adept at 

doing that.  That having been said there are a lot of groups who just don‟t care or are 

unaware that that‟s even an option.. the BoCp means nothing to them but more often that 

not we would have a service that is drawn fromt eh BoCP even if its adapted slightly here 

and there.  At the state service that‟s happening in the afternoon for example it would be 

Evensong instead of sung matins there are different things that we do but occasionally its 

just… the formality of that is uneccesary or uncalled for so we have just created 

something of our own. 

 



429 

M:  I appreciate you laying all those diff kinds of service and people you‟re providing 

service for. I think it‟s interesting that all of that came out of the question about the role 

of art in the services here. The sense that I‟m getting is part of what you‟re saying is that 

the relationship between the art and what happens in the service kinds of fluctuates or 

undulates and according to what the service is about.  And in some services if it‟s a 

standard 915 Eucharistic service then on some level the national art or representation 

recedes into the background more and when the nation or some level of national 

symbolism is playing more of a role in the liturgy the art comes out more or we‟re more 

aware of it… (interruption). 32:08  

 

C: Of our regular services, the only service that ever changes to accommodate a state 

service or something of that nature is the 11:15.  The other three services could take place 

at any parish church.  They just happen to be here. 

 

M: Except that there‟s the national anthem. 

 

C: Right, well… at services where there‟s music.  So, at the 8 o‟clock service  there is 

never a national anthem but there is at the other 3. 

 

M: Okay.  I have not been to the 8 o‟clock yet so… 

 

C: Well there‟s no music at all… 

 

M: Okay, interesting. 

 

C:  But let me say more about the… what come to mind also about the art and/or 

architecture… Since there‟s… whether or not there‟s a proper state service on a Sunday, 

there‟s always a state being remembered on a weekend..   Every state is remembered in 

the course of a year. Plus The District of Columbia and The Territories… and that state, 

that states flag or that territories flag changes every week and its always at the front and 

the state seals are carved into the ceiling.  So on any given Sunday that state that‟s being 

remembered there will be two ways, two things you can see about that state in the 

Chapel.  Its flag in the front and its carving in the ceiling and the brass plaques in the 

floor.  A note about that state and when it entered the Union.  So anywhere you look there 

is always something to be remembered about whatever state is being commemorated that 

weekend.   

 

M: There is obviously also, you‟ve mentioned a number of things already.  There‟s quite 

a lot of military references.  Both in the services and in the art.  Is that something that‟s  

unique to the chapel? 

 

C; I think so, I‟ve never seen anything else like it.   

 

M: Yeah.  I haven‟t been to a LOT of ECs  but I‟ve never seen anything like it. 
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C:  This is the only one that I‟ve ever been to that has art like this.  I mean, the stained 

glass windows… I‟m not sure… I mean the fact that George and Martha Washington are 

the dominant figures in the stained glass windows is probably unique to this church…  I 

don‟t know that for certain. 

 

M: Is that something that… I sort of think that most people who visit come here for that 

and most of the congregation appreciates that but there is also sort of a, if I can use the 

word “peacnik” strain in the EC at large.  Is there…. 

 

C: I think it would be safe to say that this parish is much more patriotic and politically 

conservative than the rest of the EC. 

 

M:  Okay, I‟ve sort of assumed that but obviously I can‟t know… 

 

C: If you put your finger on the political pulse of the congregation it would be fairly 

Republican, I think.  I think we also have a lot more people who are retired military than 

the average EC. 

 

M:  I remember that you said to me that there was a tension between the dual roles of the 

National Memorial and parish.  Is that something that you still… 

 

C: Oh yes! Absolutely. 

 

M: And how does that get worked out? 

 

C: I don‟t know if it can ever really be worked out.  I think that it‟s just, by virtue of the 

Chapel being what it is, that tension is always going to exist.  The tension doesn‟t really 

manifest itself in an active way.  It‟s just sort of a backdrop.  I‟m not sure why most 

people first came to the Chapel, but something tells me it‟s probably because of the 

whole idea of state services and the Chapel being a place that slightly blurs the 

distinctions between church and state.  People who are patriotic and very gung-ho about 

America and American history and don‟t mind associating that with being a church.  I 

think that‟s probably why a lot of people first came here.  I think there are more recently 

more people who have come in lately who are not…who haven‟t necessarily made that 

connection or who haven‟t thought it out quite that much about why they might come to 

this particular church.  I think a lot of the newer people who have come are here because 

of the Chapel‟s proximity to where they live or because they like the other people who 

they met when they visited here or for other reasons that don‟t necessarily have a whole 

lot to do with the Chapel‟s history as a memorial.  So, but that doesn‟t mean that they‟re 

hostile to the idea of the Chapel being a memorial.  It‟s just not what would register in a 

different place in for them in their list of what‟s important about the Chapel than it would 

for others.  I don‟t know if it‟s a generational kind of thing or not.  I wonder if older 

parishioners don‟t have, if there isn‟t a stronger connection to the Chapel as memorial 

than there would be for younger parishioners.  I don‟t know if there‟s any truth to it. 
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M: Sure, are there any multi generation families at WMC or people who can say “my 

great-grandfather went here”? 

 

C: A lot of people have a relative who was married here.  Part of that is because Dr. Hart 

who is the second rector… I think the record for weddings performed in a year was a 

hundred and sixty something… which means that… I want to say that even back then it 

was illegal in the EC to perform weddings during Lent and possibly during Advent.  That 

would have meant that some weekends.. I think the record for one Saturday was 10 

weddings. It was kind of like Las Vegas where you would come to the Chapel and 

couples would come and slip him a 20 and he would do their wedding.  Part of that also I 

think I heard that his compensation package was such that it was expected that he would 

do that and that would be part of his compensation.  Accepting money from couples that 

he was marrying.  His successor took a very different view of that.  Sheldon Smith isn‟t 

in the best of health.  He had a stroke over ten years ago and is still able to tell stories of 

what it was like when he was rector.  Succeeding a man who created that kind of 

environment.  Sheldon Smith would turn people away.  Not to be mean but for good 

reasons.  He wouldn‟t just marry anybody who showed up or who walked in and wanted 

to be married here.  He was more discriminating and a lot more mindful of following 

church rules and having a system in place about how to handle things like that.   That‟s 

where the gear shift took place and I think his successors have followed that. 41:14 

(interruption) 

 

C: and so today the rule we follow is that at least one of the two people who approach us 

has to be baptized.  Neither of them has to be Episcopalian.  Either he or I have to 

perform the ceremony.  And…. Aside from that its negotiable.  If people want to be 

married here so much that if they haven‟t been baptized,  if they want to join the parish 

and be baptized and become Episcopalians and convert, we‟re happy to have them aboard 

for however long it takes to go through that process and perform the ceremony and marry 

them.  We‟ve also converted a lot of people.  We get a lot of disaffected Roman catholics. 

 

M: There are a lot of those in the Philadelphia area. 

 

C: Yes!  That‟s very true.  Yes.  In fact even now there are two couples that I‟ve been in 

touch with… they‟re already married but… one couple, there is a disaffected Roman 

Catholic woman and a Jewish guy which I just baptized last month.  And she wants to be 

received in the EC because  of course she‟s already been confirmed as a Roman Catholic 

and he would like to be confirmed.  Because being Jewish  of course he wouldn‟t have 

had that.  The other couple again the woman is  a disaffected Roman Catholic and the 

man is a Lutheran so we would receive the woman into the EC and will confirm the 

man…..  They‟re, both couples were married elsewhere but they both found the Chapel 

having nothing to do with its status as a memorial but rather as an EC which they find 

appealing because they like the EC and this just happens to be where they‟ve 

landed.43:55  
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M: yeah, well actually this is feeding into another question…  I did get the newsletter 

recently that talks about next Saturday, I think is Founders Day?  I will be here 

 

C: Wonderful, as will I. 

 

M: It is a fundraiser and it says that all the money will go to outreach.  What  does 

outreach mean for WMC? 

 

C: Oh, goodness!  Well that‟s been a very busy committee. During the summer there was 

a campaign called “Fill the Bus” and the goal was to get parishioners to bring in school 

supplies for Elem School Students in the Phila area who are in need and every week for I 

think about 7 or 8 weeks there was a different item that people were supposed to bring in.  

And there was a big box in the back with a big sign and they were supposed to drop the 

supplies int eh box and the last Sunday of the campaign they were supposed to bring 

back-packs and a week or two after the campaign there was a big pizza and soda thing in 

Patriots hall and they filled the backpacks.  And somebody on the outreach committed 

created a list of what every backpack had and we ended up having.., it doesn‟t sound like 

much but if you saw the amount of supplies we had you‟d feel differently.  3 dozen full 

backpacks! 

 

M: That‟s great! 

 

C: …we were able to donate.  It was Episcopal Community Services that was doing it so 

people took the back packs to trinity Church Gulf Mills and that was sort of the central 

location and then distribution would happen from there. 

The next project that the Outreach Committee is sponsoring is a blood drive on Veterans 

Day and again that would be in Patriots Hall and I think that will be an easy thing to…an 

easy connection for people to make because what better way and what better place to 

honor those folks who served our country than by donating blood at WMC in VF on 

VETERANS DAY!!! 

 

M:  There is a certain genius to it. 

 

C: So we‟re doing that in conjunction with the Penn Jersey chapter of the American Red 

Cross.  They were out here last week for a look to see if it was suitable and my 

understanding is that it was.  Also the Outreach Committee is sponsoring a…. every year 

Episcopal Community Services does a Christmas party for… I‟m not sure what category 

the children come from they‟re at least underprivileged and they might also be foster 

children or.. a demographic that needs to be served….  And … a … facility at  Fairmount 

Park is rented for this purpose and Episcopal Parishes in the Diocese of PA fund other 

things like the Chapel is funding the food which will  cost anywhere from $750-$1,000 

dollars cause it will be dozens or maybe even hundreds of kids who will be coming.  

Other parishes sponsor gift bags or presents or there‟s a craft table and a Christmas  tree 

that costs money… things like that.  I think there‟s also… there may be a drive for “a 

hundred coats for a hundred folks” which we also did last year. 
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That supplies coats to people in need in Phoenixville and Norristown.  We… there may 

be a November canned good collection drive which would probably benefit the St. Johns 

Norristown soup kitchen.  So the Outreach Committee is very active and is very 

interested in being a visible part of the community and it just so happens that a member 

of the Outreach Committee is also the manager/coordinator of our new used bookstore. 

 

M: I saw the sign for that.  Where is that? 

 

(He directs me) 

 

C: Its only open on weekends.  Books are, I think $3.  I think they‟ve sold $1500 dollars 

worth of stuff and whoever in manning the shop on a particular shift and the group that 

person represents gets the proceeds.  Some Outreach funds have been received from 

bookstore operations.  So, the Outreach Committee… Very Active. 

 

M:  Getting back to the art… Do you know what is depicted in each of the windows?  

Because, I can look at it myself and some things I can say well yes,  that is this scene in 

American history and other things, I look at it and I can‟t make it out at all or it‟s a 

meeting of white guys around a table.  I assume there‟s a historical reference. 

 

C:  There should be a key somewhere.  I assume you have the pamphlet that‟s usually on 

the back table.  And… I can‟t tell you any more than that. 

 

M: Okay I just wanted to know if you personally knew. 

 

C: I don‟t but a person to talk to about that would be John Cary and person who is on the 

vestry.  George Reisner and John Carey.  I think John also is qualified to give the tour. 

 

M: Well next Saturday I saw they were going to be giving the tour so I‟ll definitely be on 

one of those. 

 

C; Good. Perfect. 

 

M:  I guess I‟ll just ask one last kind of general question that requires probably more 

speculation than anything.  What do you think the overall message of the art of WMC has 

for people who visit here or are part of the congregation. 

 

C; That our country was founded by  somebody who was a man of faith.  And that his 

faith played an important role in his life.  Therefore our country was founded with faith in 

mind and as the descendents of those who founded our nation, the responsibility of 

remaining a faithful people falls to us.  And that it is not un-American to be… to embrace 

a religious faith. 

 

M: Great.  Thanks! 
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Interview Pt 2 

 

C; The EC underwent a change in 1979.  The old prayer book which was the 1928 Prayer 

Book envisioned an EC where there was much more Protestant in flavor where 

communion would be on the first Sunday of the month only and on Xmas and Easter and 

certain other times of year, but 3-4 Sundays out of 4-5 the primary service would be 

morning prayer which is still what we do for our State Services and even until 

…probably until Fr Larsen came there were still morning prayers here at the principle 

service, half the time.  But in the new prayer books, the new prayer book envisions a 

much more eucharistically centered church. Much more Catholic in flavor.  And that, I 

think must have posed a kind of challenge and/or threat to the Chapel because so much of 

its corporate worship was focused on state services that were always choral matins… 

Choral matins is another word for morning prayer.. Which is why the 1928 Prayer Book 

was still used here until 5-6 years ago.  And that could also be part of the reason why the 

Chapel hasn‟t always had the happiest history with the Diocese.  I think Bishops saw the 

Chapel as kind of an entity unto itself.  It was sort of doing its own thing out there in the 

park and couldn‟t be bothered necessarily to be in lock-step with the way everybody else 

was doing things. 

 

M: I actually had some questions that I didn‟t ask about the relationship between WMC 

and the Diocese.   

 

C:  I‟d be happy to address that. 

 

M:  Could you just comment on that relationship. 

 

C: I could.  It just so happens that Father Larsen has been, I think, a real bridge builder 

between the Chapel and the Diocese.  He is called the VERY Rev. R. James Larsen 

because he is the dean of the VF Deanery.  In the EC a Diocese is broken up into 

geographic areas called Deaneries and the Diocese of PA has I think 8 of them and the 

VF Deanery is the local one and Philadelphia has one called the Southwark Deanery, the 

Brandywine Schukyll, Pennypack, Merion… what are the others? 

 

M: Okay that makes sense because in the Philadelphia Cathedral there are a set of 

windows that names them and I didn‟t know what they were but as you are naming them 

I remember the names. 

 

C: Conestoga is another one, anyway he is the dean of this Deanery and that‟s an elected 

position, elected by… I think it‟s just the priests of the Deanery.  Occasionally theres a 

meeting called the Deanery clericus, which means a meeting of the priests of the Deanery 

and its here because he‟s the Dean and its kind of like Counties being part of a state 

really.  Some things just fall to local discussion and consideration, not so much control.  

Its just kind of a low-level way of being aware of what‟s happening in the Diocese.  It‟s 

my u8nderstaind that before Fr Larsen came…very few people…the priests at this parish 

were much less interested in being involved in things Diocesan. 
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M: well, I remember reading the Fr. Burkes had planned to build what he called a 

Cathedral which, I think , considering the Cathedral being the seat of the Bishop, was 

taken at least by some people as kind of a rogue plan or project…  I don‟t think the PA 

Diocese had a Cathedral until recently.  I think the PA Diocese didn‟t have a Cathdral 

until recently and Fr. Burke planned on building this Cathedral without really involving 

the Bishop… 

 

C: Hm.  Well part of the problem of course and Bishop Bennison explained this to me 

when I was interviewing for the position here.  Bishop Bennison said to me that the 

Quaker influence in this Diocese is still strong.  As such thing function here in a different 

way than they would in an average Episcopal Diocese, if there is such a thing as an 

average Episcopal Diocese.  There‟s a lot less deference to Episcopal authority, meaning 

the Bishop…you know its Protestant in a way.  It tends to be more congregational and 

parishes are just kind of interested in doing what they want to do and being part of 

something bigger than that and under somebody else‟s authority is a tougher sell around 

here  than it might be in other places. 

 

M: Another Diocesan question.  Do you have a sense of the state of race relations in the 

Diocese? 

 

C: The diocese of PA is among the top 5-6 most liberal in the country.  There is no… 

you‟re going to find institutional racism almost everywhere but I don‟t think that this 

Diocese is considered to be a hotbed of racial strife or difficulty. 

 

M: Okay, that helps…  This reminds me of the art and at least in the Bell Tower, there 

are a couple panes, window pane… there‟s one of a young African American boy 

chopping wood, there‟s one of a group of Native Americans huddled around a fire…  

 

C: Really?!  I haven‟t seen it. 

 

M: Yeah.  In the Bell Tower, not in the sanctuary.  And then over the door, the main door 

going out of the Bell Tower, there‟s an inscription to Patriots of African descent, 1993 by 

Delta Sigma… something, which I think is a black sorority.  But, I was wondering if 

there were ever any comments about those windows… 

 

C: No, not that I‟ve heard.  I didn‟t even know they were there. 

 

M: Interesting, you should go take a look.  Okay. 

 

C:  Id actually like to know more about that because I don‟t think there‟s been any 

visitation or repeat involvement by, if it is a black sorority that sponsored it, they don‟t 

have an ongoing relationship with the Chapel and normally groups that would be 

involved to the extent that there would be a plaque or inscription or something like that 
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often there‟s an longstanding or ongoing relationship.  And that doesn‟t exist with that 

group. 

 

M: Further up the road there‟s a monument to Patriots of African descent sponsored by 

the same group in the same year and so it looks like there main project was getting the 

monument, it‟s probably 300 yards…  Okay.. Thanks! 

 

 

 

Tim Safford, Rector of Old Christ Church, Philadelphia. 

 

Interviewed on October 26, 2006 at Christ Church by Matthew Hunter. 

 

(“M” indicates the interviewer.  “T” indicates Tim Safford.) 

 

M: So what I‟m supposed to do with these is ask you to state your name and talk a little 

bit about your history with the EC and here at CC specifically. 

 

T: My name is Timothy Safford.  I‟ve been the rector of CC for 7 years and I have been a 

priest in the EC for 21 and a half years (checks his ordination certificate on the wall), a 

deacon for 22 and my first congregation was St. John‟s parish, Bridgeport, Connecticut, 

where I was the curate and then 11 years I was the associate at All-Saints Church, 

Pasadena, California.  Then I moved here in 1999, 

 

M: You‟ve covered both coasts 

 

T: Bi-Coastal.  I was born and raised in Los Angeles. 

 

M: Were you raised Episcopalian? 

 

T: I wouldn‟t say I was raised Episcopalian.  When I started going to church it was to an 

EC but it was when I was older.  I was raised in a non-church household. 

 

M: So what are some of your roles and responsibilities here at Christ Church.  I ask this 

question to every rector but every church is unique and CC is unique. 

 

T: I wear many hats.  My first responsibility is to be a priest in this congregation and a 

pastor and the duties are defined by the BCP.  I‟m to preach the Gospel, participate in the 

councils of the church, pastor and council the people, bring healing and comfort to the 

sick, hope to the prisoner, clothe the naked, and I am to treat rich and poor alike.  I am to 

always proclaim the abundance of God‟s grace and care and nurture.  I‟d say my second 

responsibility would be that I am… I said this a little bit in the first responsibility, that I 

am a preacher.  I spend a fair amount of my week at the preaching task, reading writing 

preparing sermons, preparing other material related to sermons, classes, teaching.  I think 

of all my priestly responsibilities that is my strongest emphasis.  My third responsibility 
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is that I am the rector of Christ Church which means that I am officially the president and 

Chief Executive Officer, though in the EC its not so business-like but essentially that‟s 

what it comes down to.  And at Cc that‟s sort of a tricky job in a way because we‟re an 

organization with more than a million dollars a year budget and expenses.  We have 20 

part-time and full-time employees.  And we are in the city of Philadelphia the 6
th

 or 7
th

 

most visited tourist site, if you will and in the greater Delaware Valley we‟re the 12
th

.  

We also are blessed (laughs) with the greatest, considered the most important, most 

beautiful, most significant Georgian building, Georgian church building, in the nation.  

The church itself, and those buildings date to 1740, the preservation task is overwhelming 

and daunting.  And we are a shrine, I mean that more in the secular sense than the sacred 

sense.  All churches are sacred shrines, we are sort of a secular national shrine in that we 

have in our hallowed grounds, in our burial grounds 7 signers of the Declaration of 

Independence, 5 signers of the Constitution, 10 Mayors of Philadelphia.  And also 

included in that first group, we have one Benjamin Franklin, who is maybe the most 

iconic Philadelphian, revolutionary.  Here also our church was the public religious 

gathering place of the Continental Congresses.  Rectors here served not only at chaplains 

to Washington and Washington‟s troops, the first city troop, but to the Continental 

Congress and first Congresses of the Constitution and the last role is that not only are we 

the keeper of all that secular history but we are the keeper of a very significant church 

history in the EC in that the EC was organized at CC in the years 1783-1789, 1785-1789 

and the first Conventions and prayer books and Constitutions were hammered out here 

under the wise leadership of the Rev William White who later becomes Bishop, the first 

presiding bishop of the Episcopal Church.  And so not only are we the Nations Church 

sort of secularly, but we are also the “Mother Church” of the EC in that from here the EC 

is birthed. 

 

M:  Let me follow up on that “The Nations Church.” I think I understand what that phrase 

means but I wonder if you could elaborate about what that phrase means. 

 

T: Well, its sort of a nickname that developed over the centuries.  And it was sort of 

applied to us, and I think that‟s because it became in the years of the revolution and the 

year that the first federal govt. were in Philadelphia we were seen as the church that 

serves the nation, sort of the way the National Cathedral serves the nation now.  In many 

way we were sort of, this is anachronistic in a way, but we were sort of the National 

Cathedral through the many decades in which Philadelphia was sort of the central 

enterprise in the revolution.  Now that role is held by the Natl Cathedral in Washington 

DC but we predate that.  And we had that role.  And I think in an era when it was a little 

easier to understand the relationship of church and state without crossing into the fuzzy 

territory in which it becomes an argument right now.  I think CC was a symbol of the 

connection of the church to those tumultuous days.  I think the history and tradition of 

CC was to take the most traditional and most un-religious views of the connection 

between church and state or the highest degrees of separation possible in our current 

context.  When our evangelical brother and sisters, particularly our conservative 

evangelical brothers and sisters talk about you know “American really is a Christian 

nation” and that the reason that American suffers in different times or different places its 
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because America has become faithless or not honored the commandments of God and the 

nation should not treat the non-establishment cause as trying to keep God out of 

government etc etc etc and frequently they will point to CC as exhibit A that we WERE 

founded in conjunction with Christian principles and calling on the blessings of the 

Almighty and I think that their history is correct but their interpretation is incorrect in that 

we stand with who they‟re arguing against in that as soon as the federal govt was 

organized and soon as the non-establishment cause was in the Constitution, CC and its 

leadership went to great lengths to build up the wall of separation and disconnect 

themselves from their most immediate history and then served as sort of an example of 

that separation.  I suspect that that was because they paid very close attention to all those 

founders who were part of the construction that took it quite seriously.  11:06 

 

M: Well there are a couple of question that occur from that?  First is: What is the make-

up of Christ Church, the congregation?  If you had to locate them in a whole bunch of 

ways: politically, demographically, racially, ethnically, socio-economically… How 

would you describe the congregation of Christ Church?  And also, I‟m curious whether 

any of those “evangelical brothers and sisters” that you referred to that think of this as a 

Christian nation are also…worshipping here. 

 

T: We‟re about 500 members, if you wanted to count our “here on Sunday” committed 

members its probably closer to 300, maybe 350.  We are a… socio-economically diverse 

congregation, I guess in terms of culture and class, fairly diverse congregation.  We 

would be ethnically, racially, fairly monochromatic, white, Caucasian, European –

American.  And our diversity, it‟s very difficult for this congregation I think for several 

reasons to be more open and inclusive racially.  I think those reasons are… mostly 

because of our English heritage.  We‟re also in a predominanatly white area of 

Philadelphia.  Philadelphia is one of the most racially diverse cities in the country they 

tell me in terms of African Americans and Philadelphians.  We are in a fairly 

monocultural part of the city unfortunately, at least in terms of residences.  During the 

day we‟re at a great crossroads.  It‟s much more racially diverse in our mid-week services 

in our midweek stuff we‟re usually much more racially diverse than our Sunday.  I think 

we sort of represent in terms of the recent past, we‟ve been seen as sort of the 

establishment church, the white power church.  The kind of elitist thing.  I think that‟s 

changing quite a bit.  We are hopeful that God would lead us into a place where we could 

break down those walls of race and culture.  We are a church that about… I don‟t know, 

one third or one half  people who are married.  The rest single, maybe divorced 

widowed…many gay and lesbian members and families.  Many non-traditional families 

being homosexual or heterosexual…  What were some of your other categories? 

 

M: Politically? 

 

T:  I think they probably reflect Philadelphia‟s, you know, demographically how 

Philadelphia would vote in a presidential election or in the upcoming election.  I suspect 

that‟s how Christ Church would vote.  Maybe 55% democrat and 45% republican, or 

53/47/  I think Christ Church might be more 50/50.  I think that in both cases, Democrats 
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and republicans, they probably reflect the Democrat and Republican parties of 15, 20-30 

years ago and much less the Democratic party of Howard Dean and the republican party 

of George W. Bush.  They certainly wouldn‟t reflect the Republican party of the 

Christian right… but they would reflect the Democratic party of Ed Rendell.  In fact, I 

think most of the Republicans would probably vote for Ed Rendell.  Ed Rendell is a big 

hero for republican here in Christi Church and in this area of the city because of what he 

did for Philadelphia, which I appreciate is debatable.  And I suspect that the Democrats 

here probably aren‟t so crazy about John Street, generally people on this end of town, 

property holders haven‟t been that favorable towards John Street.  That doesn‟t feel very 

racial to me it feels more business minded, but of course race is a part of everything so it 

can‟t not be racial.  Id say that a lot of people come to CC because it is more Socio-

economically diverse than the other Episcopal church at this end of town, and a little 

more open, a little less starched a little less formal… and the other congregations that I‟m 

describing which are maybe a little bit more formal and traditional…we‟re pretty 

traditional but they‟re more so, are probably more racially divese but not socio-

economically diverse.  And that‟s a lot on that point and what else.  Do I have an 

evangelicals in the congregation?  Most certainly we have evangelicals in the 

congregation but not of that kind of political stripe, that we are warriors for God to make 

America into a Christian nation.  Now on any given Sunday we get 10 even 25-30% of 

our congregation can be visitors and a lot of those visitors will have a lot of those folks 

and we try to honor their presence none-the-less, even though I would have a 

fundamental disagreement with them, as well as many others in the congregation, we see 

our role predominantly as one of hospitality and love to that community.  18:29 

 

M: I guess I‟ll follow up on that.  Christ Church does have a dual role and Christ Church 

serves a lot of visitors, which not every Episcopal Church has to do.  How does that get 

worked out?  How does that affect your work?  Are there different committees that deal 

with the parish and the tourists?  How does that dynamic work here? 

 

T:  Well its fuzzy, and lots of fun (I think he says this rather than “on lots of fronts” or 

something, he laughs as he thinks about this).  People who get up on Sunday morning for 

church aren‟t really coming down here for church because we have a public ministry.  

They aren‟t really gathering here on Sunday mornings because it‟s a architectural 

landmark or a historical shrine.  They get up on Sunday morning because they want to go 

to church and they want their church to be a church.  They take some pride and 

satisfaction that we have these other roles, but their relationship with us is not because of 

these other roles, its because it‟s a church.  The first thing we sort of try to do is just live 

breathe act, look like a church.  Do all those things churches do…say prayers, baptize 

babies, marry the hopeful, bury the dead… and we try to greatly strengthen that sense of 

church community and fellowship community and pray and care for the homeless in our 

midst and the needy and the sick and that sort of thing.  And all those wonderful things.  

And we try to keep, in a way I suppose we almost try to protect our congregation from 

the burdens of that other end of the operation if you will.  We also try to help them 

appreciate that it is a great fit with the churches mission.  Every church needs a sense of 

mission …otherwise it‟s not a church.  So our sense of mission is kind of unique in this 
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regard.  To keep our history to share and to welcome people into that.  So its not, you 

know, converting lost souls in some foreign country or soup kitchen work and housing 

the homeless kind of work.  It‟s a different sense of mission so we try to involve our 

parishioners, if they‟re interested in that particular mission and ministry of ours.  At the 

same time, that public end, that tourism end, that architectural preservation end, we try to 

run in that professional, businesslike way separate from the operation of the 

congregation.  But there‟s no way to really cleave the two of them.  So we have an org 

called the Christ Church Preservation trust, which is incorporated as its own 501 c3.  And 

it hires tour guides and runs the gift shop, that maintains the burial ground, it‟s a 

visitation site now.  Its not a working burial ground anymore and if its not a working 

burial ground its not really a church ministry.  Visitation sites, they own and operate that. 

They are responsible for the fundraising task, you know, which we try to involve 

parishioners in, but they run the fundraising task for preservation.  They try to attract the 

money and resources…. 

 

M: Are the people who run the 501c3, generally members of Christ Church? 

 

T: Generally not… 

 

M: Interesting: 

 

T: Generally not… and I‟d say they generally they have more of a secular mindset.   Now 

its not so much of an “us” and “they” though, because they are all my staff. (I laugh) But 

we really gotta kind of keep them straight in our heads.  And we sort of control the whole 

operation through sort of one financial system and then we kind of keep different gloves 

(I laugh again).  But there are (unclear) sort of two distinct missions.  Different missions 

to drive different organizations, even though its all sort of a single organization. 

 

M: Yeah.  You talked about what your parishioners expect, coming here on Sunday 

mornings, they expect to go to church.  When visitors come on Sunday mornings, do they 

have different expectations than your weekly parishioners and do they ever bring those 

expectations to you, or express disappointment. 

 

T: Oh, they express their disappointment.  Oh you know “I can‟t believe” you know “you 

said what you said.” BUT… 

 

M: Is it like: “You didn‟t talk about George Washington.” Or? 

 

T: No, no, I don‟t think they are disappointed by that.  I think many folks will be 

disappointed that we aren‟t taking up the Religious Right cause, like their home parishes 

are they‟re surprised Christ Church isn‟t.  It‟s the Nations Church.  And I‟m happy when 

they‟re disappointed because we‟re trying to teach them something about history, that, 

the Religious Right today isn‟t in a historical position.  We don‟t want to cram it down 

their throats, we just want them to kind of get that while they‟re here.  Yeah, well I think 

the visitors on Sunday morning are only here one Sunday and never come back again, 
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they have a different sense of expectation.  You know we have one Sunday to touch 

them, maybe give them something.  And I think we do pretty well at that, is my 

impression.   

 

M:  Does the history of Christ Church in terms of some of the national…convergence 

with the national history enter into Sunday mornings at all, in terms of your preaching? 

 

T: Ah-hm (affirmative). 

 

M: Okay, how does that… how do you engage with that in terms of your preaching? 

 

T: Make that more specific of a question. 

 

M: Do you talk about early American history on occasion when you‟re preaching and 

what purpose does that serve in your preaching?  Why do you do that, I guess? 

 

T: Well, there are times around here when we‟re very connected to early American 

history.  We always have a big celebration on the Sunday closest to Fourth of July.  For 

us, its kind of as significant as Christmas and Easter… not for us internally, but for all the 

folks who come to share in that.  So we always tell the sort of “Fourth of July stories” 

around here, stopping praying for the King of England, taking his name out of the prayer 

book… you know. Etc etc. and then frequently there will be times when I‟ll go into 

American history to make a point.  I don‟t know if its on our web or not… I used one 

sermon to… and I talked at length about the Yellow Fever epidemic of 1793 and how the 

Free African Society stood firm in Philadelphia and ministered to the people afflicted by 

Yellow Fever and that role of the Free African and Christ Church and this is sort of 

where the you know origins of the Absalom Jones story and the African Episcopal 

Church of St. Thomas had their spark if you will in their birth out of Christ Church… and 

there are other times when I‟ll do that, I mean, in the tercentenary Benjamin Franklin‟s b-

day.  I‟ve used Benjamin Franklin in several sermons….27:37  And again, it‟s not to 

teach history but to make a contemporary point.  You know, Karl Barth said every 

preacher has the bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other.  Karl Barth never 

really quoted the newspaper but a lot of people think that‟s what he meant.  What he 

really meant was that you can‟t read the Bible without understanding what‟s happening in 

the world.  I think what I want them to do is…a preacher at Christ Church needs the 

Bible in one hand and a newspaper in the other and the book of American history related 

to CC not very far away.  And that helps contextualize the space quite a bit.  A large part 

of religious conversion in 2006 is about converting people to a sense of being connected 

to something much larger than they are with much more longevity than they will have in 

this lifetime.  That‟s why we want our names on walls.  That‟s why we want our names 

on buildings at Temple.  I can‟t provide that at Cc but I can provide you with being a part 

of an institution that‟s been around for 312 years, and you can be a part of that now.  And 

those people who were here in 1776, 1785, 1789, 1740, they never thought, they could 

never conceive that we would be remembering them in 2006.   And most of the people 

are not the names George Washington and Benjamin Franklin.  And CC is CC not 
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because of GW, he visited and not because of Benjamin Franklin, he was rarely here.  

But because of the other people who are lost to history who made CC alive enough for 

them to be here and you can be a part of that now and 200 years from now they aren‟t 

going to remember you or me in relationship to that but CC will be there we have reason 

to believe and if CC is here we will… you can be a part of that thing so much larger than 

yourself now.  So sure, you can get your name (unclear) but I think that this is more 

powerful myself. 

 

M: Does CC have an ongoing relationship with St. Thomas? 

 

T: We have a relationship with each other through the Diocese.  We‟ve done joint 

worship in the past.  We started that about 5 years ago and then we‟ve taken last year and 

this year off but we… With St Peters we once a year gather as the Mother Churches. 

 

M: Yeah, the United Churches. 

 

T: The United Mother Churches of Anglicanism and celebrate together, we‟re sort of 

taking a little time off… (mumbles something) 

 

M:  When we talked a couple weeks ago you distinguished between civil religion and 

public religion.  I was wondering if you could elaborate on what you understand… 

 

T: Did I make a distinction? 

 

M:  Well, I used the term civil religion and you said you preferred the word public 

religion. 

 

T: Mm-hm.  Yeah.  I think there is a distinction and difference and when I said that to 

you two weeks ago I probably had a clear thought in my head and it‟s just not popping 

into my head right now.  (I laugh). But this is probably what I mean by that.  I think that 

public religion is religion as done in public.  In other words not in secret.  Now, of course 

no church really does anything in secret but some churches are more in the public eye 

than others.  And so I say that we do public religion here because every time we do 

religion here, who knows who‟s here?  Who knows if they‟re church people or not church 

people.  Who knows if they‟re visitors and so on and so forth.  And so we don‟t have any 

ability to just be kind of just a family or behind the stained glass or you know, there are 

churches where the community is just for ourselves.  We‟re here to be in public.  I think 

that also we do public religion, in a very significant way defined by Philadelphia.  We 

think that the Philadelphia Free Library invented this and CC was the Free Library before 

the Free Library because we were the first repository of books that you could just come 

and borrow in Philadelphia.. 

 

M: Interesting! 
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T: Yeah and that‟s about.  What that‟s about is.  People go to public libraries all the time 

and don‟t take books out.  They go in because it‟s a beautiful building or they just want to 

check a book.  And they have a relationship with that public library that just by that term 

“public library” they know what it is.  University Libraries are for university students.  

Public libraries generally you can go into.  It‟s still the case, if I need to go into the Penn 

Library I could probably go in but they could keep me out…. 

 

M: They‟d be checking you at the door… 

 

T: The door.. They wouldn‟t let me take out a book… 

 

M: You‟d have to sign in… 

 

T: Right:  But public libraries I know that‟s mine.  Like public parks.  I have a right to go 

into that.  And in the same way CC is the public church.  People can come in and be a 

part of it and not want to borrow a book out of it, or the religious equivalent of it.  They 

aren‟t there to say prayers.  And so the whole time that we are there and alive, we are 

doing our church stuff in public.  We have to do that with intention and integrity.  And 

they third quality of public church is that there are matters of theology that do affect the 

public increasingly.  Same sex marriage. Separation of church and state.  My former 

congregation in Pasadena California is going through about the IRS investigation for 

showing political preference. 35:09 There are all kinds of…While our culture still 

maintains a certain aspect of religious sensibility where religion… you know theological 

questions need to be solved in public and that should be solved from the pulpits… they 

should be addressed from the pulpits… not explicitly.  But you can‟t just let legislators 

talk about the sanctity of the human family on the legislative floor without the preacher 

also talking about it from the pulpit.  You know?  If the preacher says, “I don‟t want to 

talk about that cause I don‟t want to delve into that area of politics” well that‟s just 

ridiculous.  If the politician is saying, “well where I go to church …dah dah dah dah 

dah.” So, we have an obligation to engage those issues.  Those involve war and peace, I 

think, at this time.  Maybe less in a totally secular war and peace context, but, you know, 

lets face it, this is a religious and values conflict, you know the war on terror because it is 

against western values and Islamic values or Arab values.  And that ultimately come 

down to Christian western values.  You know we say Judeo Christian (36:27) and that 

part of Islam that is sort of consistent with Western values is against the form of… a sort 

of crusade in a way.  So we have an obligation to address those issues.  And…so that‟s 

public religion.  Civil, civic religion or civil religion is where the civil society decides to 

tip its hat to religion.  So… “in God we trust” on our money is an example of civil 

religion because what they‟re sort of saying is “its no specific religion.”  It is, you 

know… Its just our civil religion.  And for me that‟s the distinction.  One is done by the 

church… public religion, and one is done by the public.. well, by the citizens, civil 

society.  I don‟t want to say the government, but  by civil society.  “God bless you and 

God bless the United States of America.”   The president says that at the end of a speech.  

I consider that civil religion not public religion. (I say something unintelligible) 

 



444 

M:  Are you familiar with Washington Memorial Chapel? 

 

T: Mm-hm (affirmative). 

 

M:  And their work and their approach?  Because they are the other parish in the Diocese 

that I‟m aware of that has this kind of dual function of being a parish and a fairly major 

tourist site…particularly a patriotic tourist site.  Do you know their approach well enough 

to talk about it in order to distinguish CC from that? 

 

T: No, not really.  I stop in there when I‟m out there.  I had a consult with them on 

somethings… that relate to their relationship with the National Park and their role in the 

National Park.  Nd at the same time, I think we‟re very distinct.  I mean, we aren‟t called 

“President Washington Went to Church Here Church.” (laughs) 

 

M: Yeah. 

 

T: Where… they‟re Washington‟s Memorial Chapel.  I just don‟t have the stomach for it.  

I mean, cause I wouldn‟t want to serve Roosevelt Memorial Chapel or Reagan Memorial 

Chapel or Truman Memorial Chapel.  For me…For ME, I‟m not being critical.  I‟m not 

saying they shouldn‟t be there or shouldn‟t be doing what they‟re doing.  For me, I just 

can‟t quite relate to it.  I‟m sure that they‟re a strong parish and do all that parish stuff 

and have the same sort of issues that we do.  But… we call ourselves Christ Church cause 

we‟re here to service the memory of Jesus Christ… You know, George 

Washington…William White argued that George Washington wasn‟t a Christian.   

 

M: Really?  I didn‟t know that… I mean, I‟ve heard other people argue that but didn‟t 

know that William White argued that. 

 

T: Well, I don‟t know that he argued it.  I mean… William White didn‟t care.  But when 

pressed.  Well… when pressed, “was William White a member of your congregation?” 

 

M: You mean George Washington? 

 

T: Yeah!  In terms of… you know William White said, “No, he attended.”  At the same 

time, George Washington and William White had a very fond relationship… You know 

these are very different terms.  Christ Church was founded and would have been here 

whether or not George Washington ever stuck his head in the door. (41:04) And, that 

there‟s the Chapel in a National Park commemorating the winter of 1777 and Washington 

praying there, that spot, and they built a chapel to commemorate it.  That for me is not 

public religion, that‟s civil religion. 

 

[to me this contradicts his earlier distinction between public and civil religion, which is 

mostly based on who is doing what.  In the case of WMC, its was the churches action and 

initiative and therefore should fall under Fr. Safford‟s category of public religion] 
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M: Okay! 

 

T: But that‟s not a criticism, I could just never serve there (chuckles).   

 

M: I understand, there are differences. 

 

T: Yeah, different histories! 

 

M: Um, … 

 

T: Now, should the park service use them, should government functions use them to sort 

of tell their story?  I think we have a very healthy relationship with the Park Service.  

They don‟t tell us what to say, they don‟t tell us what to do. (laughs)  People come in 

here who are tourists, who have come down here because the Park Services talks about 

the role of CC in the story of the National Park.  We‟re totally free and independent.  We 

could say anything to those tourists if we wanted to.  We aren‟t here at the behest of the 

Park Service. 

 

M: Yeah, I don‟t think Washington Memorial Chapel has a formal relationship with the 

Park Service either.  

 

T: Hmmmmm.  (seems incredulous) 

 

M: I need to ask Fr. Larsen how he would describe that also.  What do people see when 

they come into the CC sanctuary?  I‟m getting more into terms of visual culture.  What do 

they see and what do they want to see? (42:42) 

 

T: You mean on Sunday morning, like for services? 

 

M: Or during the week also. 

 

T: Well, I think the most important thing that we want them to see is a theology that is 

embodied in architecture.  And that is most akin to a distinct sense of the Age of 

Enlightenment and Reason.  And that is most powerfully reflected in the clear glass and 

in the palladian style windows.  You know the palladian window has in itself kind of an 

image of the ten commandments. 

 

M: Okay, yeah. 

 

T: …with the image of the two scrolls.  And when the light shines through, you kind of 

read in the annals of the American Philosophical Society or whatever it is the notion clear 

glass as opposed to building churches in that era with stained glass, represented the 

notion that light, reason, shines into the church and the churches laws and the laws of 

nature would be reconciled to each other…  You know the pulpit used to be in the 

window, so the light would shine through the east window onto the pulpit and with the 
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ten commandments on the wall next to it and it was precisely an image of that vision of 

reason, wisdom…. And…. That sort of thing. 

 

M: Okay.  But now the pulpit is… 

 

T: Yeah.  The Victorians moved it. 

 

M: Okay (laughing). 

 

T: But as the church has become more eucharistically centered, the table is now at the 

center, not the pulpit.  Do you go to St. Peter‟s? 

 

M: I haven‟t yet. 

 

T: Well, you gotta go down there „cause I think in terms of the colonial period they 

figured it out better there.  It‟s very awkward but it doesn‟t work, which is.. they have the 

altar on one end and the pulpit on the other. (I laugh) So, because the pews are still  

(unclear), the pews have two seats in them so you face one way for one part of the service 

and you get up and face they other way for the second part. 

 

M: Yeah, awkward. 

 

T: I think it‟s very powerful. 

 

M: In Christ church.  There is an American flag in it, if I‟m correct. 

 

T: well when I arrived and we can show you pictures of this, it had the British flag on one 

side and the American flag on the other. 

 

M: Interesting!! 

 

T: I just sort of…couldn‟t believe it!    Certain people have issues about whether the 

American flag should be at Christ Church.  Well, argue with the American flag.  Should 

the BRITISH flag be at Christ Church?! (Laughs)  And the history of that was quite… it 

was a good history.  This was an English church before it was an American church so we 

were honoring the two nations that birthed this church.  And in fact people have told me 

that it wasn‟t the contemporary British flag, it was the British flag of the church‟s 

founding.  I just could not… it was just too much to explain that to people and I thought it 

sent the wrong message.  So I, after a period of years I thought (unclear) remove the 

British flag, and we did and at that time I argued that we should take the American flag 

from right next to the table.. which I… If you have an American flag in the church I don‟t 

think it should be next to the table, and we moved it to a side chapel.  I sort of had an idea 

to fill up that chapel with a bunch of flags.  And that we be used during the week when 

we pray for the nations of the world and prayers for the condition of all men. 
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M: Well, I‟m curious.  What message do you think it sent to have the American and the 

British flag and why do you think the flag shouldn‟t be next to the table? (47:47) 

 

T:  Well… (long pause) I don‟t know.  That‟s a hard question to answer.  There are still a 

lot of churches that will not put the flag in their sanctuary. 

 

M: Mm-hm.  Although I would imagine that most churches in America today have a flag 

in their sanctuary. 

 

T: Yeah, maybe.  But I‟d say that Middle Atlantic New England churches with the 

colonial descent probably would NOT have it.  Certainly the Quakers wouldn‟t. 

 

M: Sure. 

 

T: Does that make those churches less patriotic?  No.  I‟m pretty sure the Amish wouldn‟t 

do it. 

 

M: Sure, Mennonites probably not either.  For the most part. 

 

T: Exactly.  Does that mean they aren‟t patriotic? No.  But because they understand that 

in church their authority is not the government.  It‟s not about the country.   

Do they pray for the country?  I‟m sure they do… but the flag would be a… graven 

image… in a pure sense.  Now the flag has become such an important symbol.  Of course 

its natural to say, “Well it should be in the church.”  And then I think, clearly in the Civil 

War, really beginning in the Civil War, in the north, it becomes an entirely different 

issue.  It was church‟s responsibility to sing the Battle Hymn of the Republic. (49:36) 

Which is, you know, the most militaristic hymn.  More so than “Onward Christian 

Soldiers.”  And the flag become entirely wrapped up in that and really through WWII. 

And then the flag in church begins to take on a more… it loses its power.  It becomes 

more of a partisan symbol.  In my own mind now… churches should not have the 

American flag.  My church does.  You should not, in the context of morning worship, say 

the pledge of allegiance to the flag. 

 

M:  How about singing the national anthem? 

 

T: We do that here from time to time.  And there might be times when you say, “Lets 

have the flag in church, as part of our morning worship,” but this is an interesting 

religious debate.  It‟s an interesting public religion question versus a civic religious 

question.  What is the flag?  Is it itself a sacred item or does it represent something 

sacred.  Now, for many people who, you know, like that “Flag of Our Fathers” movie that 

is out right now, the flag itself IS a sacred item.  And the church cannot support that.  It 

can represent something sacred, but the notion that God has made the American flag 

sacred, we could not honorable say that, theologically.  You might say it for convenience.  

You might say it when we have army troops for a prayer service (laughs) and things like 

that, but we should not cross that line in general in my opinion.  You know.  And that‟s a 
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great religious sensibility.  The Liberty Bell is a broken Bell to the church, but liberty is a 

gift of God.  But the Bell can represent liberty and freedom.  That‟s why there‟s a Bible 

verse hung on the Liberty Bell – another good use of civic religion – but the bell can‟t 

hold liberty.  So you could not, you know roll it into church and say “Here‟s a sacred 

object.”  Well, the same with the flag.  The Liberty Bell sort of helps make the point I 

guess. 

 

M: Are there sacred objects? 

 

T: Certainly in the church there are.  You know, the table, the pulpit, the bread, the wine, 

the space itself. 

 

M: Its interesting, the flag code, which certainly was not developed by the church, 

although probably some of the people who put it together were church goers, dictates, to 

the extent that it can, because its not official legislation, that the flag in church should be 

and I think the language is: “on the preachers right, in the place of honor,” or something 

like that. 

 

T: You mean that it MUST be in church?  Or? 

 

M: No. 

 

T:  If it is in church. 

 

M: If it is in church, that is the proper location of the flag. 

 

T: Well that‟s where it… 

 

M: Which I suppose is where it is, down in the… 

 

T: I suppose it‟s on my left… [it isn‟t] 

 

M:  Other things that people see when they come… 

 

T:  Lets… you know, on that flag thing!  I think that flag stuffs so important.  I think the 

flag is… I can‟t quite relate to it but I appreciate how important it is to people, and people 

with a deep sense of patriotism.  I understand how, when they‟re in church they want to 

church to support that deep feeling they have for the flag, so I don‟t think it‟s the 

church‟s role to sort of tear down the flag, but I think the church has to work to put it in 

the right context in terms of the church. 

 

M:  Is it important that churches be patriotic? 

 

T: Yes.  But patriotic doesn‟t mean a nationalistic… 
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M: What does it mean to be patriotic? 

 

T: Well, some people think patriotic is you know, “America right or wrong” and the 

church‟s position has to be “America, yes when you‟re right, (Laughs) no when you‟re 

wrong.”  And we have to be challenging to power and challenging to the government and 

we have to be subject and that‟s all partly patriotic.  And we‟re citizens and Christians, 

and you know some of the greatest Christians… you know I think Martin Luther King Jr. 

was the most patriotic Christian imaginable and others thought he wasn‟t but I think that 

“one day this nation will stand up and live out the true meaning of its creed” is a patriotic 

statement.  So, patriotic in that sense. (55:18)  And there are times when, you know 

especially in a place like here, when we really turn on all that sort of schmaltzy patriotism 

and it sort of sounds pejorative, I don‟t mean it in a pejorative way, but we really… sing 

the national hymns, parade the flag.  But then there are times when the preacher will 

really speak about, you know, with significance. But the challenge is we have an 

obligation not to be partisan in a political sense, but the gospel is partisan but we have to 

preach the gospel, not a partisan message about the gospel.  You know Sojourners 

struggles, the Sojourners community puts out a Sojourners voting guide, which we have 

out just, we don‟t say anything but maybe somebody will pick it up.  But you know, 

they‟ve tried it so hard to get the whole sense of “what does the gospel say about who 

you should vote for,” out of the religious right.  I don‟t think they really succeed.  I do 

think, you know, soldiers should be saying their prayers, that God will protect them and 

does that mean that God is going to take the life of their enemy, in order to protect them.  

I don‟t think that‟s what God wants, but I think its okay for a soldier pray to God for his 

side to be triumphant, because that‟s acknowledging that the soldier on the other side is 

doing the same thing. 

 

M: That‟s interesting… 

 

T:  And does that mean that (unclear) the two sides are without God?  No. 

 

M: The interesting thing about praying for victory…  If you‟re involved in that kind of 

endeavor, I can‟t imagine not doing that on some level.  But the interesting thing is that, 

you pray for victory and are in fact victorious, the natural assumption is that your prayer 

was answered and your cause was justified, legitimated, by victory, in relation to prayer. 

 

T: Well the church is doing better.  Even the English church is doing better.  You may 

remember, a huge controversy, when the British troops came home from the Falkland 

Island war, or the (unclear) Island war, depending on what side you‟re on. (laughs) 

Margaret Thatcher called up Westminster Abbey, “We‟re coming over for the traditional 

service for thanksgiving for victory” at the end of the conflict.  Called right back and 

said, “I‟m sorry, we can‟t do that.  We can‟t have a service… of lament and thanksgiving 

for safety of people returning.  But we can‟t say God was on the side of the British.”  

Margaret Thatcher threw a fit and Lord _________held his ground.  You know, I have a 

debate right now as to whether I‟m read the names of the soldiers who died in Iraq by 

name each week.  I started doing it about a month ago and then all of a sudden I got the 
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feeling that people were gonna perceive that as trying, you know, to get people to focus 

on how bad the war is going right before the election, so I stopped doing it.  But there are 

times when we will pray for that and the issues is:  well, how do you pray for the Iraqis 

that die?  Do you pray for the soldiers or do you pray just for the innocent civilians? You 

know, that Amish thing taught us all such a lesson.  You know in 9-11 you never pray for 

the hijackers who died… I bet the Amish would. 

 

M: Yep. 

 

T: You know… it‟s eleven.  I‟d be happy to schedule another time, but I have to stop this 

morning. 

 

M: Yeah, that‟s fine.   

 

T: I‟m sure you‟ve got lots more you have to do, so I‟m happy to catch you another time. 

 

M: Yeah, if you don‟t mind one quick question: Do you have anything coming up for 

Veterans Day? 

 

T: No, but St. Marks Locust Street does. They do a Requiem for Veterans Day.  

Otherwise we just include Veterans, prayers for Veterans in our prayers.  And then we 

(unclear) a wreath at the burial ground too.  Or here to a soldier, a veteran in our midst, 

which are many.  But its.. on armistice day, St. Marks does a full requiem… 

 

M: Great, what I‟ll do then… (ends) 

 

Starts again 

 

T: National guard troop that descends from Washington‟s guard of the city troop.  And its 

December…something in the afternoon, 3 o‟clock in the afternoon. 

 

M: Okay, the service commemorating Washington‟s funeral? 

 

T: Well, its essentially.  It‟s on that day, but the service is for the national guard troop. 

 

M: Okay 

 

T: (unclear) probably take that day off. 

 

 

 

Isaac Miller, Rector of George W. South Memorial Church of the Advocate (COA). 

Interviewed at COA on November 6, 2006 by Matthew Hunter. 

(“M” indicates the interviewer.  “I” indicates Isaac Miller.) 
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M: So the first thing I‟ll ask you is just to tell me a little bit about your personal history 

with the Episcopal Church and with Church of the Advocate in particular. 

 

I:  I guess my personal history with the EC probably goes back to my baptism   My 

mother and grandmother were Episcopalians and that was the way I was raised in the EC.  

Truth of the matter is, as a kid, the first church I recall attending was a congregational 

church which was affiliated with the school that my father taught in, in New Orleans.  

When we moved to Georgia and now that I stop to think about it, it was a church that was 

related to the place that my father was working as an administrator. 

 

M: What was your father‟s name. 

 

I: His name was Howser (sp?) Miller.  Interestingly enough, the school that he was at was 

founded originally as an Episcopally supported mission… and I should know pretty much 

exactly when… but fact of the matter was, a kind of mission school that was founded 

after the end of Reconstruction.  My father‟s father, for whom I‟m named was a donor to 

that school.  My father‟s father was by no means an Episcopalian however. I think my 

real involvement with the church goes back to… in college in Atlanta in 1960, when the 

civil rights movement was… the classical civil rights movement was at its height and the 

Episcopal chaplaincy to the Atlanta University [unclear – “center”?] was basically the 

unofficial headquarters of what the student led movement in Atlanta was about.  As a 

young person who had grown up in the south, all of that activity was just very engaging 

for me and it probably allowed me to see the church in new light.  I usually tell folks that 

as a kid, as a younger person, I went to church mostly „cause there were pretty girls there. 

(laughs) 

 

M: Sure… Didn‟t we all? 

 

I: The Civil rights church made me understand that the church had the possibility of 

being involved in things in a much more serious way and in a way that was absolutely 

necessary and in a way that no other institution in the black community and the truth of 

the matter is, in the country as a whole had to be involved in. 

That was really the point at which I really began to take not just the EC but the church as 

a whole seriously.  And it‟s really the point at which probably I began to give some 

distant thought to this business of ordination. 

 

M: Well yeah.  Spinning off that I was going to ask about how your experience with civil 

rights maybe shaped your calling into the ministry and what it would mean to be a priest. 

 

I: That‟s a good question.  It‟s always important for all of us to reflect and check those 

reflections against how we feel at the present.  I‟ll just be honest with you, I think it 

probably (4:52) accounts for 99.9% of my feeling of what call to ministry is about.  The..  

I don‟t know, I say I think that without the kind of involvement with what happens in the 

world, the church is an institution that provides us with a sense of comfort and structure 

for our personal lives… You know the classical evangelical question is, you know, about 
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your personal relationship with Jesus Christ which is, you know, important. But for me 

the larger, the more important issues have always been the manner in which the church 

struggles to take seriously the world of which we are a part.  A world that… too often 

devalues human beings or certain human beings at least.  A world that too often and too 

frequently is indifferent at best if not just flat out committed to the exploitation of vast 

vast numbers of people in the world.  I frankly think that that basic orientation to 

understanding the importance of the church probably has not changed very much in the 

40 plus years… it wont be long that its 50.  I don‟t think that that‟s changed a great deal..  

I just need to hasten to add.. if what the church is called to is a struggle for the justice and 

the mercy and the love of the kingdom about which Jesus spoke a large part of that 

struggle is:  how in the world are we sustained? How in the world do we sustain others in 

the kind of community that is necessary for that kind of work to be done?  I think that, as 

you look at what happens now days there‟s just all sorts of stuff at work in the world 

around us that leads people to embrace just a kind of flat out hopelessness.  That means 

that we give up on any, you know, hope for ourselves, our communities, the world as a 

whole.  I think that the church classically struggles against the hopelessness.  The other 

thing I think we struggle with the whole business of how do we as people who know 

something, have some sense of God‟s vision for ourselves and for our paths, How do we 

work together in pursuit of that kind of vision?  My sense is that the church is always 

called folks to be part of a community of love and support and solidarity.  Not just, quote: 

to make it through the hard times that we suffer today, but for the sake of how do we 

come together in God‟s love, to in a sense be part of witnessing to the fullness of that 

love, working toward the triumph of that love, simply allowing some portion of the 

kingdom to be real in our midst an in the world that surrounds us.  That kind of stuff is 

simply a part, I think, of that conviction that goes back to the mid-50s. 

 

M: Right!  That‟s great!  So, the next thing I want to ask is if you could talk about your 

history with the Advocate and how does that vision translate into the kind of nuts and 

bolts, duties and responsibilities of here? 

 

I: Yeah… that‟s another good question….(I laugh) I‟m very serious.  You always have to 

look at what is it that you think is important [interruption]. 

 

End recording 1 with Fr Miller.  At this point I put in new batteries while he is talking 

with a parishioner. 

 

Begin recording 2 

 

I: That‟s vision… 

 

M: Right.  Just talk a little bit about your history with the Advocate and how you got here 

and then how does your vision translate into the nuts and bolts, duties and 

responsibilities…    
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I: Yeah.  Let‟s see… I got ordained in New Haven Connecticut and truth of the matter 

was that I was working for the city of New Haven at the time and I thought that I was 

going to be what they called the “worker-priest” and I continued to work for the program 

that I was employed by for the city. 

 

M: What was that? 

 

I: It was called the office of human services and it grew out of the old model cities 

program.  The idea was it would be an office to manage all of the kind of intervention 

programs for the city of New Haven.  I finished Seminary at the time, probably been out 

of seminary for 6-6 and ½ years.  Truth of the matter is (1:30)I think I had been toying 

with the whole idea of going on and getting ordained.  I was involved as a lay-person in 

church in New Haven anyway and had friends from seminary… Truth of the matter is 

probably most of those friends of mine were in graduate school, more as full-time 

graduate students and doing supply work at smaller parishes.  At any rate… I dawned 

upon me at some point: “I really need to go on and pursue this ordination business” and 

had been working for, probably 6 years since seminary so I think I knew that I was able 

to support myself and a family, being dependent on institutions other than the church 

(2:52).  „Cause the truth of the matter is, I probably didn‟t trust the church.  And so, I was 

on the vestry of the church in New Haven.  I submitted to the vestry my request for their 

approval and support for my application to be ordained.  A friend of mine was working 

for an inter-denominational agency.  The church had been approached about renting to 

him, or the agency that he worked for, the apartment that an assistant usually occupied.  I 

applied for support for approval of their application to be ordained, since I was a member 

of that church, owning a house in that neighborhood and so somebody on the vestry got 

the bright idea “Why don‟t we hire Ike as the assistant and rent out the apartment to 

DTMM, Down-town Cooperative Ministries (I think his acronym must be mistake).  At 

that point, my boss, interestingly enough, had been in a bar fight, and he was about to be 

fired. 

 

M: (laugh) Your boss in the city? 

 

I: My boss in the city of New Haven.  This was probably the highest patronage position 

in the Democratic machine in the city of New Haven at the time.  At that time the 

Democratic machine was no small peanuts.  I mean, New Haven was a small town but it 

was, you know, given Dick Lee‟s time there and so forth…you‟re talking about some 

sophisticated political stuff.  Probably the most sophisticated town, politically, I‟ve been 

in, in my entire life.  My boss recommended, once he got fired for being in this bar fight, 

that I replace him as the director of this agency.  I think I had the enough sense to 

understand thank goodness, that God might be calling me to something other than… that 

kind of work.  And I don‟t put that down, I think the involvement in [several words here 

unclear due to phone ringing in his office] political life of the community is extremely, 

extremely important. I‟m grateful that I was at least a step or two removed from the heart 

of it. But if I had done that I probably should have run for Council Person in New Haven 

and ultimately, the name of the game is to run for Congress or something like that… and 
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that didn‟t feel right.(6:25) So I got a job as a lay assistant to a very good person who 

later became bishop of Connecticut.  Enjoyed it immensely.  It was just a great time for 

me.  Then the guy who was my college chaplain, when I was in college, died suddenly.  

And I was offered a job in Atlanta in the same place where I had been an undergraduate 

14 years before.  And for me that was just a no brainer.  And I think those were just 

absolutely great years as far as I was concerned.  My wife might have differing opinion, 

but certainly I enjoyed it.  The Bishop of Atlanta, the late Bishop of Atlanta and I…did 

not sit the fence well.  And so he felt called upon to move me from this chaplaincy to this 

small suburban congregation that…it just wasn‟t my cup of tea.  Just didn‟t make sense.  

The word is that priests are supposed to be able to serve the church anyplace and so forth.  

My shortcoming is that that just isn‟t going to work for me.  The job that I had in Atlanta 

probably in many ways you know, quote-unquote felt like an ideal job for me, an ideal 

ministry etc. etc.  My wife and I were on our way up to Massachusetts, wife, daughter 

and I were on out way up to Massachusetts on vacation.  Stopped in Philadelphia to visit 

a cousin of hers.  We came to visit the Advocate. This would‟ve been 70… sorry, 85 or 

so. 

 

M: You‟d heard of it? 

 

I: Actually, I knew of the Advocate going back to 1968.  Truth of the matter is, knew of it 

before but met Fr. Paul Washington and Barbara Harris at a special convention of the 

Episcopal Churches General Convention that was called at Notre dame that was called to 

respond to the demand for reparations.  And Fr. Washington played an important role in 

that.  That was the first time I‟d met them.  Actually, I‟d probably met them earlier at the 

founding meeting of the Union of Black Episcopalians.  [If I‟m correct Shattuck does not 

list Fr. Washington as present at this meeting.  I don‟t remember if he lists Fr. Miller and 

his list may not be complete] Incredibly impressed with what the Advocate was about and 

what Paul Washington‟s ministry was here and the truth of the matter is, in 85, I probably 

had figured out that having one ministry that was vitally important to me, that spoke to 

me as a person.. The only other place that I was aware of that would come anywhere 

close to it was here.  And left Atlanta in 86, took a job as an assistant at St. Thomas 

Church in West Philadelphia…which of course was the church that was founded by… 

 

M: Absalom Jones.  Yeah, I was up talking to Fr. Shaw last Monday. 

 

I:  Yeah.  What happened?  I guess I was at St. Thomas for 3 years… at St. Thomas for 

one year.  Paul Washington retired.  I think my name was submitted…I don‟t know who 

submitted my name.  Somebody else submitted my name here and…in 89 I was called to 

be rector, vicar, pastor, whatever that word is, here.  I think that the Advocate‟s history in 

relationship to the civil rights movement in a sense fit and came in with my kind of 

experience and my understanding of what the church is about and is called to be… to be 

honest with you I think that the Black Power phase of the movement that the Advocate 

has played such a prominent role in was different in many respects from the kind of 

classic civil rights movement stuff that went back to my college days.  Truth of the matter 

is I think that that Black Power phase of the movement made a heck of a lot more sense 
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then and continues to make more sense now, simply from the point of view that that‟s the 

phase of the movement that began to look critically at this culture and this society.  

(13:11) Began to take seriously, if you will, Malcolm X‟s question of “Who wants to be 

integrated into a burning house?”  Thus, the Advocate as a church was deeply involved in 

the anti-Vietnam efforts here in Philadelphia, deeply involved, up until the time that I got 

here, in the anti-apartheid movement.  All of that, you know, from my point of view was 

a consistent and a logical development of what had attracted me and allowed me to 

understand and view the church as a place that offered compelling opportunities.   Still 

does.  And you can‟t say enough about Paul Washington‟s and Christine Washington‟s 

courage and vision and commitment etc.  And in many ways I think the whole church is , 

you know, so to speak “blessed” by the fact that that kind of legacy gets kept alive.   And 

you know, not just the whole of the Episcopal Church but you know in these times of 

evangelical, right-wing evangelical, I don‟t know ascendance, you‟ve got to have the 

kind of like the remnant voice of what the church is and is called to be sustained some 

doggone place.  Otherwise, what is it, I guess we‟d all be exposed for buy dope and 

massages and stuff like that.  [Here he is referring to the scandal involving NAE head and 

pastor Ted Haggard] Truth of the matter is, it‟s not limited to right-wing folks, 

everybody‟s got a…  Yeah, it‟s fascinating.  I mean the day-to-day business around here 

in relationship to all of the stuff about which I‟m talking…  (long pause)  Let me see if I 

can put it like this.  If you‟re concerned about folks who are and have been marginalized, 

if you take seriously that business that Jesus saying about “inasmuch as you have done it 

to the least of these, you‟ve done it unto me.”  If you take seriously you know, in a sense 

the whole social context of Jesus‟ ministry and the whole thrust of Jesus ministry, then 

you have no choice but to be in relationship to the folks who are.. if you will, the people 

with whom Jesus identified himself most closely.  It‟s just kind of a no doggone brainer!  

Church can‟t BE church if all we are a collection of middle class relatively well educated 

folks off enjoying the kind of prosperity that among black folks is directly attributable, I 

mean DIRECTLY attributable to the kind of struggles that this place was involved in X 

number of years ago.  In other words, if it weren‟t for places like this, umpteen folks 

who.. what‟s the word I‟m talking about…who have been through the some of the best 

schools and are earning all this money and so forth.  If it weren‟t for the struggles of 

places like this, there‟s no way in the world that those schools would‟ve [unclear due to 

ringing phone] “All right folks come on in and take your shot along with everybody 

else.”  Truth of the matter is, there‟s probably a fair chance that I wouldn‟t have gone to 

the seminary that I went to, I wouldn‟t have been offered that trial year fellowship tot 

check it out for the first year if it hadn‟t been for the same kind of pressure 40+ years ago. 

I mean that‟s just historical reality.  If the church, isn‟t in relationship… liberation 

theology talk about God‟s bias to the poor… if you‟re not in relationship and I mean real 

relationship not just (unclear) then you‟re missing the… a large part of the ministry and 

work here simply involves the relationship to the folks who are in here through the soup 

kitchen, through the myriad of things that go on around this place.   Part of what this 

place struggles to do, is in a sense, keep in mind the fact that in spite of racist denials of 

people‟s humanity, that folks, not just on the basis of skin culture but also on the basis of 

economic standard, people are still children of God and are to be treated with the respect 

and the dignity as such.  Not only are people children or not to be treated with respect and 



456 

dignity, are also allies in the kinds of struggle that the church has historically been called 

to, since the time of Jesus.  I probably think politically better than I think any other way.  

You just don‟t get involved in political fights without allies.  If you do it you lose.  The 

church needs to be in the business of struggling to figure out how in the world, you know, 

do we allow folks to understand that these are places where some kind of human worth 

can be affirmed and some kind of agency as allies can be realized and acted upon. (21:19) 

 

M:  Thanks.  There are some things I‟d like to get into.  Diocesan Convention is coming 

up and there‟s also an election tomorrow [I‟m referring to the Nov. 2006 Democratic 

takeover of Congress] .  So, on a national level and on a denominational level, what are 

the issues that folks here at the Advocate are concerned about. 

 

I:  On a national level I think there‟s probably the whole question of this business that‟s 

going on in Iraq.  It‟s crazy. And my suspicion is that at this point there‟s probably 

nobody that you could find around this place who would, you know, have a peep of 

defense to offer for what this country is doing.  And a visceral almost understanding of 

the fact that we are wasting money over there that desperately needs to be spent in 

communities like this.  I don‟t think that there‟s any question about it.  The truth of the 

matter is, I think that supercedes by far all of these right wing evangelical issues about, 

you know, about gay marriage and abortion and all of this kind of business and so forth.  

This place probably would identify itself as being able to understand that, you know, 

“Look.  Gay folks are children of God too.”  Period.  No ifs, ands or darn buts about that 

one.  I think in terms of struggles with the Diocese, what we‟ve had pretty darn 

consistently over the past ten years has been in a sense an approach to understanding 

what the Diocesan mission is about and the use of Diocesan resources that says, “We 

want to find and support place that have the potential to be growing franchises of the 

Episcopal Church” if you know what I mean. (23:38) If I had the skills.  If I knew what 

all this church growth business was about.  If I had as much facility with that as I have 

with other things, you know, this place would be a growing place and so forth and 

hopefully I can do some quick learning and figure out something about that.  The reality 

of it is, it seems to me, a place like the Advocate has to lobby for an 

understanding…(phone interruption).  You know, I think this has something to do 

with…a heck of a lot of… I don‟t know…regret.  You know, I just don‟t think… I‟d say 

this even if I weren‟t here at the Advocate.  I don‟t think that the church, especially a 

church that has the kind of affluence associated with it that the Episcopal Church does… 

I don‟t think that the church can afford to [unclear - carve?] relationships that are allowed 

it through places like the Advocate.  

 

M: What are some of those relationships? 

 

I: People are through here who are… mostly people who are through here serving the 

soup kitchens. Truth of the matter is that‟s probably not as many folks now as it used to 

be.  My suspicion is, to be honest with you, soup kitchens are, in terms  of people 

wanting to put hands-on time, a fad that‟s you know, see its (unclear).  Certainly there is 

support from other parishes for the work that‟s done in the soup kitchen… work that‟s 
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done with kids…support from the kind of capital campaigns… all of which provide 

people with tangible relationships with people.  Two Saturdays ago we did a dedication 

for the new kitchen and the soup kitchen and 25 years of the soup kitchen being in 

operation and supposedly the millionth meal being served.  How did anybody figure that 

out? (Laughs)  But at any rate…and you know, its one of these great gatherings where 

you know you have this broad spectrum of people and thank God and number of people 

who were in and out of the soup kitchen on a weekly basis who were there… in each 

other‟s presence. 

 

M: Yeah.  Let me see if I can put some words in your mouth and see if this would be a 

statement that you‟d agree with.  In some sense then, places like the Advocate make the 

church legitimate.  A church that‟s just wealthy and everybody‟s well fed that‟s getting 

together on Sunday and going through the liturgy is not fulfilling the purpose of the 

church. (27:15)  It has no real reason to exist.  But to the extent that the larger institution 

supports places like the Advocate and puts some of those people in connection with the 

people that Jesus probably would‟ve ministered to, places like this sort of give the rest of 

the institution a reason to exist. 

 

I: Absolutely.  It is absolutely important for the integrity of the institution.  I don‟t want 

to say by that that I think that the Advocate is better than anyplace else.  I think that we 

struggle and everybody else struggles to.. quote-unquote “live the gospel.”  But if the 

struggle to live what Jesus talks about doesn‟t include the real, honest-to-goodness 

encounter with the folks about whom Jesus spoke with whom he identified himself, then I 

don‟t see how it makes sense.  If the struggle doesn‟t include the effort to come to grips 

with the kind of propaganda…ideology…system of the absence of aid which is what we 

know racism is about in this country.  If it doesn‟t involve an effort to come to grips with 

that, not on the basis of some kind of reading… I don‟t know, somebody‟s book about 

racism but on to some kind of, what do you call it?… laboratory learning experience 

about racism.. Goddammit, you‟ve got to take it seriously.  It affects people lives!  I‟m 

convinced that in a sense the church is called to something about liberation.  One the one 

hand I think that there‟s that kind of eternal, personal liberation that church has tended to 

focus on historically.  I think in this day and time that kind of liberation absolutely has to 

be in relation to those categories of which we define people in the basis of race and 

ethnicity and sexual orientation all that kind of baloney.  At the heart of the that, I‟m 

convinced in this culture and this society, is the kind of stuff that happens with regard to 

race.  There‟s just no if, ands or buts about it in my mind.  Edward Said has got that great 

book of his “orientalism.” I don‟t think, and it‟s a brilliant book and God, he‟s a brilliant 

brother… I don‟t think that we would‟ve been able as a culture to set up the kinds of 

categories and, What does Said call them? Kind of like “Modes of discourse” that affect 

the way in which we view people in the orient if we hadn‟t done it to black people first.  

In other words, and Said is brilliant at this, you take those categories of demeaning 

human beings that were define to justify slavery and you just flip them.  You flip them to 

Arabs, you flip them to the whole rest of the world.  We as the West exploit without any 

kind of pain of conscience.  How long did that mess go on in Rwanda?  And it kind of 

like “Who gives a damn?” How long has this stuff been going on the Gulf War? People 



458 

that are affected by that have been defined as not human. Period. Therefore they ain‟t 

worth being concerned about.  [Interruption.  A woman comes in to tell Fr. Miller about a 

young man affiliated with the Advocate who is doing well]. 

 

M: How much time do you have?  I don‟t want to take up too much of your time and I 

know you‟re busy and we can schedule another time to connect. (33:55) 

 

I: Lets run this about another 15-20 minutes.  You‟re asking about the nuts and bolts kind 

of thing.  I think it really is possible to lose track of the nuts and bolts around this place.  

You can‟t lose track of the nuts and bolts.  They‟re always here.  But you can lose track 

of where all this stuff is supposed to be leading, because you can get swamped by the 

day-to-day. 

 

M: Sure.  Emergency situations popping up here and there. 

 

I : I know what I wanted to say…  I don‟t think we have any choice.  I think I say this 

with genuine affection for Bishop Bennison „cause he‟s a charming guy and he‟s a smart 

guy.  I don‟t think a place like the Advocate has any choice but to struggle by any means 

necessary, as Malcolm said, to make sure this Diocese, which is probably one of the 

major urban Diocese in this country, we can‟t afford to keep making some of the 

monetary commitments that we‟ve been making and put at risk the ministries that keep us 

in relationship with the folks that (unclear).  You know, to be honest with you, this stuff 

ends up being pretty much just old flat out political struggles.  That‟s just what it is.  How 

can I put it?  Politics is the way in which decisions get made.  It would be irresponsible of 

this place.  It would be irresponsible of any place, a denial of the incarnation if you will, 

if you act like “Oh!  We‟re called to some sort of spiritual existence where we don‟t 

wrestle with this kind of stuff.”  I don‟t know anything other than to wrestle with this.  

And part of the problem with the church right now is people haven‟t taken the institution 

as an institution seriously enough to say, “We‟re gonna do some of this stuff over my 

dead body!”  Cause the church isn‟t anything but another darn institution like the 

Democratic party that I saw up in New Haven etc. and the name of the game in terms of 

institutions does have to do with the exercise of power.  Hopefully with some kind of 

vision of what God calls us to in terms of what that power is about.  So in relation to this 

business that‟s going on in the Diocese right now I don‟t think the Advocate has got any 

darn choice.  I don‟t think I‟ve got any choice.  I don‟t think any person of good will has 

got any choice, much less any sense or notion or hope of following what Jesus calls us to 

to.  You‟ve gotta oppose this stuff and you‟ve gotta oppose it because of the fact that it‟d 

be sleeping at the switch.  It would be conceding the future and the meaning and the 

integrity of the institution, if you don‟t stand up and struggle.  It‟s just that simple.  

[He begins talking about his opposition to spending policies, then politics.  I wonder if a 

subtext of this section is that, since Bishop Bennison‟s mishandling of his brother‟s 

sexual misconduct provides an opportunity to oust him, it must be taken advantage of, 

even though the concerns of Fr. Miller lean more toward monetary concerns.  The 

scandal provides the “any means necessary” for regime change that might be favorable to 

the Advocate.] 



459 

  

M: What would you say is the state of black Episcopalians in the Diocese of PA right 

now? 

 

I: Black Episcopalians in the Diocese? 

 

M: Yeah.  We can make this the last question. 

 

I: Let me put it like this.  I think that there is an element in the church that draws all 

people, that attracts all people on the basis of some kind of comfort.  I think that the 

church represents a place where, you know, in a scary world and my assumption is that 

for virtually everybody the church has been a scary place for a long, long time.  I think a 

lot of black folks in the EC I think a lot of black folks in any church are in church, in a 

sense because of the fact that we are scared and in the midst of being scared we go 

someplace where… I don‟t know.. You know, we want to hide from the stuff that scares 

us.  In my opinion that‟s pretty doggone close to the description of the disciples on Easter 

day gathered up in the room with the locked doors. Probably part of what attracts me to 

the Advocate is the kind of ministry and the kind of legacy that is reflected in the mural s 

of the church which raise scary issues but somehow it‟s saying that the appropriate place 

of that scary content is in the church.  I mean, they raise brutal issues in relationship to 

the history of folks of African descent in terms of this culture and this society.  And in so 

many instances, I mean.. you can get into arguments around this place about the fact that 

those murals ought not to be there.  I‟ll just go back to another biblical reference.  In 

Mark‟s Gospel, there are no post-resurrection appearances.  Al l that happens is the 

women go to the tomb and they find this young man dressed in white and the young man 

dressed in white says “Go tell Peter and the rest of the apostles to go on to Galilee and 

they will meet Jesus there.”  My sense … and that‟s scared comfort in a funny kind of 

way.  I think that.. not just for black folks.. I think that we all are called to those places 

where that comfort is as slim as what Mark calls us, „cause I think that‟s the only true 

comfort.  I think in absence of that we fall into that business of worshipping ourselves, 

worshipping the fact that, you know, we‟re Episcopalians, worshipping the fact that you 

know, we might have a bit more affluence than somebody down the street or around the 

corner.  Worshipping this that or the other.  I think we risk a certain amount of idolatry if 

we aren‟t willing to do the kind of stuff that involves risk and things like that.  I 

probably.. that‟s probably just the way that I‟ve always… What do the psychologists call 

it?  You know.. projection?  Maybe that‟s just me projecting on the basis of my 

experience and all this kind of business and I‟m dead wrong in that and maybe we ought 

to be hanging out someplace where… I went to a church once. I had this old coat.  Loved 

it.  It was a burberry wax-cotton coat.  Wax cotton, if you wear it a whole lot it will wear 

holes in it and so forth.  And I had one of these tweed fishermen‟s caps on.  I was 

standing there ringing the doorbell and one of the parishioners walks up and I turned and 

said something and she looks up at me and say “Oh!  I thought you were one of those 

homeless people.”  I just think that.. let me put it like this.  Folks who‟re doing well in 

life and so forth?  I‟m glad they got a church to go to.  I‟m glad there‟s some kind of 

relationship to God and all this kind of business and they want to act on it corporately in 
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some kind of way.  But I just think that we‟ve got to struggle to get beyond the kind of 

class stuff that is really part of the reality within the black community as it is any other 

community.  I think I do worry about not just Black Episcopalians.  I think I worry about 

all of us in that a great deal.   On the other hand, I don‟t think quote unquote “God has 

given up on any of us yet.”  And I think I have a hope for what the black church represent 

in this Diocese.  I have hope for the church as a whole.  I think probably the darn most 

important thing to do and it is as incumbent upon me as it is anybody else, is we gotta 

talk to each other across these daggone lines.  We gotta talk to each other.. in a sense in 

ways that we share quote-unquote “the good news” with one another.  I‟ve gotta talk to 

some of these folks who understand church growth cause I don‟t understand it at all.  You 

want a political fight? Boom.  I know about that.  You want to figure out how to raise a 

little bit of money?  I got schemes.  When it comes to this church growth.  I need to talk 

to some of these folks who understand that.  I just think that people within the black 

church, people within the church period gotta talk to each other.  And we gotta talk to 

each other… I‟ll tell you a quick story.  These people were in town from California to 

talk about this business that happened years ago… The person involved was only 

deposed last Spring or last June…. Good people.  You sit there and you listen and these 

are decent people…. I may be wrong on this one, you always run the risk of that.  If those 

folks had come to me and told me what had happened with a daughter in their family.  

We would have had a fight that would‟ve taken a lot less than 30 years to get this guy 

deposed as a priest!  That just … Let me see if I put it like this.  Just thinking about the 

church as a whole.  People need to learn something from folks like me that struggle with 

that damn anger (49:00) pretty much day-in day-out and so forth.  And I probably gotta 

learn something from these good people, and I mean the truth of the matter is, some of 

them are right here in this place, who have been able to, you know, rise above and reach 

this level of peace and all this kind of business where, you know, you don‟t get, you don‟t 

want to risk your blood pressure.  We gotta talk with each other because I don‟t think 

anywhere in the body of Christ by itself so to speak is the good news held in toto.  There 

are some people with real wealth that are gonna be making a call on the bishop.  I can‟t 

do that!  You know what I mean.  Ike Miller in on that meeting, the name of the game is 

“that guy is damn near as broke as the people that come through the soup kitchen.”  

Who‟s gonna pay attention to that.  That‟s just the cold reality of that.  If there are some 

faithful people, that got some wealth, which in this culture, we listen to pretty much to 

the exclusion of every doggone thing else.  If they‟re willing to struggle to be a part of 

doing what it seems and feels to me we‟re called to do in this little bitty, small window of 

what it is that we try to work this stuff out in.  If they‟re able to do that.  If they‟re willing 

to do that.  If they are invested in terms of their person and their understanding of what it 

is that they‟re called to do… I say “thank God for „em.”  And in that instance and so 

forth, you don‟t have folks down here at the corner of 18
th

 and Diamond St. that can do 

that.  So you got to call on Sisters and brothers from other places that bring other stuff to 

the table to do what I‟m absolutely convinced that God has in mind. 

 

M: Yeah.  I have one more question?   

 

I: Sure. 
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M: It‟s interesting some of this conversation about allies… The congregation of folks 

who are at the Advocate… Are they committed Episcopalians, or are they committed 

Christians who happen to like what‟s going on at the Advocate?  Like, if a bunch of them 

for whatever reason had to move to say, Harrisburg or something.  Would they be 

looking for the first Episcopal Church or would they be looking for a church that does 

things like the Advocate does and whatever denomination it happens to be, that‟s where 

they‟re going to end up? 

 

I: That‟s a good question.  I‟ll just say off the top of my head, of the folks who show up 

here, I would just say 20 per cent, maybe a quarter are committed Episcopalians.  I think 

maybe a third, I‟m going to get my math messed up here, I think maybe a third of folks 

for whom the important thing is what this place does and if you could find some place 

that does that, that‟s it.  Interestingly enough, I would imagine that maybe 80-85 of 

people here, are here because maybe there‟s something in the chemistry of relationships 

to people that clicks.  The fact of the matter is, I think that that chemistry of relationships 

to people clicks around the Advocate among a lot larger number of folks than we see on 

Sunday mornings. I‟m absolutely convinced.  The struggle for a place like this, maybe 

this is part of… I don‟t understand this church growth business and so forth.  You know 

if as I‟m riding down the street, I‟ll run into folks from the soup kitchen, I run in and out 

the convenient store down where I live in the Fairmount area and run into somebody 

from the soup kitchen, my reaction is “Darn, that‟s a friend.” That‟s a person with whom 

I feel some connection and some relationship.  I‟m not so sure that that‟s not more 

important to me than whether they show up for church on Sunday morning… and I‟m 

beginning to gain some insight with my difficulty with church growth.  If my 

understanding of your importance to me, is the relationship between us as opposed to 

wherever the hack it is we happen to meet, then I probably am not going to be as adept so 

to speak at getting people to come to church.  So I gotta wrestle with that one in some 

kind of way, I still haven‟t had the time to wrestle with it.  The other thing about this 

place by the way, in terms of nuts and bolts, there‟s so much in the way of nuts and bolt 

that some of this stuff you can‟t think through. 

 

M: Yeah, I got a tour of the whole facility one time and I had no idea all these programs 

are going on.  Yeah. 

 

I: I think part of the thing that‟s amazing about Fr. Washington is, he probably had as 

much if not more going on and the political climate so to speak, the kind of stuff that was 

going on beyond the walls of the church was even greater.  Matt, you know what man, I‟d 

love to talk more, I got somebody to see and if I don‟t get out to see him, I‟m going to be 

in as much trouble as… 

 

M: No, that‟s fine.  I didn‟t even mean to take this much of your time. 

 

 

John Carey, Washington Memorial Heritage Vice President. 
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Interviewed at WMC on November 14, 2006 by Matthew Hunter. 

(“M” indicates the interviewer.  “J” indicates John Carey.) 

 

M: so the first thing I‟ll ask you, for the record is just to state your name and then give a 

little bit of background about yourself, your family and your history with the Episcopal 

Church in general and WMC in particular. 

 

J: Okay, my name is John Carey, spelled C_A_R_E_Y.  Baptized Presbyterian.  Found 

the message of the Presbyterian Church to be something that I really couldn‟t embrace.  

Going to Sunday School I think I was probably the best refrigerator magnet maker in the 

world.  There are a lot of different verses of the gospel that were displayed on those 

magnets but I felt quickly that the goal was to put out the prettiest and the most number 

of refrigerator magnets and not understanding what the message was.  So my faith was 

not, early on, was somewhat misguided.  As a child I moved away from organized 

religion and became a Boy Scout attached to a Methodist church in the area.  I have an 

younger brother and an older sister.  My mom was a Roman Catholic and my father was 

Presbyterian, life-long. SO during the encampment we had during Boy Scouts, all of the 

leaders were attached as either clergy or sons of clergy of the Methodist Church.  So we 

typically were given the task of white washing all the rocks and wooden crosses in the 

woodland chapels which I did religiously so to speak, but when time came for service I 

disappeared into the woods.  I was able to find God in many different places.  I felt very 

comfortable when I felt the warmth of the sun or I could listen to the brook and the 

babbling waters and the leaves and I could pray better there, I felt.  Didn‟t have a whole 

lot of interest in congregations and the fellowship part of religion and I felt a sort of 

reclusive relationship with God.  I always felt I had a friend in Jesus.  In fact my favorite 

poem is “Footprints in the Sand” which sort of tells the story of my life through my trials 

and tribulations, it certainly feels as though I‟ve been carried by Christ in the toughest 

times of my life.  Drifted very much away from any organized religion including 

Boyscouts or any other part.  Met a wonderful girl my first day of orientation at Drexel 

university. 

 

M: Were you from locally. 

 

J: Yes I was born in Chestnut Hill and basically raised in Maple Glen. In Upper Dublimn 

Township and my wife is from Newtown Square.  We met in 1976, ironically on 

September 27
th

, we‟ll talk about the significance of that date later on. [I‟m getting the 

sense that he has told his life story before, it has the feel of Christian “testimony”].  But 

anyway, long story short fell in love with her immediately.  It was love at first sight.  

Dated 5 years, graduated Drexel, I have a bachelors degree in industrial engineering or 

(unclear –commerce?) engineering.  Again, neither one of us had much religion.  She was 

baptized Lutheran but not active.  Her parents emigrated from Germany after WW 2, 

1953 and they went to Tabor Lutheran on Roosevelt Blvd. because they spoke German. 

That lasted for awhile but not too long.  My wife and I as we became engaged went on 

the search to find a church to be married.  One of the things that attracted us to the 

Chapel, as does it attract probably the vast majority of the people, was the curbside 
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appeal. And the National, nationalistic feature of it, that it was a memorial.  I don‟t think 

I even knew what an Episcopalian was, in fact I KNOW I didn‟t.  We went to our 

premarital counseling with Fr. Smith, Sheldon Smith, our third rector, right in the middle 

of the Supreme Court issues that we were having with the VFHS.  SO we showed up for 

our first interview he was very upset with one of the findings of the court and my wife 

and I were shaking our heads saying, “Are we in a law office here or are we in premarital 

counseling?” and it lasted for a couple hours.  He then said it was okay for us to proceed 

and we did.  We were married here July 11
th

 1981.  And then went on our way.  Didn‟t 

join the church, didn‟t have any interest in it.  Understood what the Episcopal Service 

was and the sacrament of marriage was but again had no interest in joining a church.  My 

daughter Lisa was born in 1985.   She‟s a senior at Shippensburg, trying to achieve a 

bachelors of Science in Math.  Again, still had no real interest in getting active in a 

church. My son was born in 1992.  We decided at that time that it was time for us to go 

back.  As I reflect on that the “excuse” was to expose them to organized religion so that 

at some point in time they too could make a decision whether they wanted to pursue, 

whether it was being an Episcopalian, or a Presbyterian or anything else.  We were 

welcomed specifically by a man who is now gone, named Harry Goss, he was a long time 

parishioner here and was a marvelous fellow and almost adopted us as a family so we 

immediately felt really welcome.  Had both my children baptized here in December of 

1992.  Quickly thereafter joined the church, learned a lot about what an Episcopalian 

was.  Really embraced the style of the service, of course the architecture and art of the 

chapel.  That nationalistic overlay was very comfortable for us.  Both of my in-laws were 

eulogized here.  They love the chapel because again of the nationalistic thing.  I think that 

came from some of their European background as well, because of the highly 

nationalistic environment in Germany.  And, of course they were citizens of the United 

States and were vary active.  He stated his own business as a machinist and was very 

successful in that for about 20 years.  So we joined and probably in about 6 months time 

became very, very active.  I ran for vestry election after my first year and was elected to 

the vestry.  Served three years, wound up teaching Sunday School for most of those three 

years.  And as is customary you take a year off and then ran again and was re-elected to 

the vestry.  And then became involved in just about everything that was happening in the 

Chapel at that time from making the signs out front to negotiating the personal property 

settlement between the Historical Society and the Chapel.  We went through literally all 

the old artifact to come up with a pedigree for those items (8:00) to come up with 

basically a settlement document of personal property like what you might get in a 

divorce.  We filed the separation of the trust agreement with the Chapel and the Historical 

Society.  Then after a few years of very rocky roads, the fourth rector, Dr. Stinson 

resigned his call here and I was asked to embark on a new vision if you will, which was 

to bring the parish together and launch a strategic plan.  Which I had done similar in 

business in my business environment, so I had the techniques but applying it to a 

religious organization was extremely difficult, but I think we came up with a successful 

document and then we put a call out for our current rector, Fr. Larsen, who, in my 

opinion has really been the healer in this parish and taken it to places that without his 

character and his love would‟ve been impossible.  And then he asked whether I would 

consider actually going into considering holy orders.  I was an aspirant for holy orders, 
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went into the final phase and unfortunately was turned down by the bishop and his 

committee for reasons we could talk about some other time but it was a tremendous 

experience for me and it was in direct contrast to the beginning part, I told you about the 

origin of my faith.  The greatest gift in that journey was first of all it deepened my 

relationship with God and Christ.  I know I have a call and I‟m called to do certain things 

that I could do whether I was ordained or not.  But I believe its in this place where I‟m 

supposed to be.  But better than that is I understood the meaning of fellowship and 

Christian relationship, the giving of extended family both ways was a tremendous 

experience for me and for my family.  It was just a fantastic journey and something I will 

always cherish.  As far as I‟m concerned it ended in a very positive way.  Many people 

were concerned that I might be disillusioned with the bishop, which I‟m not, or 

disillusioned with the process which I‟m not, or disillusioned with the Episcopal Church 

as a whole and it actually galvanized my feelings towards the whole process and the 

journey.  I hope others benefit by it as well. 

 

M: Wow! Neat. 

 

J: and during that time we celebrated our Centennial, which over about a span of two 

years I began to learn an awful lot about the history of the church, this particular chapel 

about the rectors, about the congregation and its history and the transitions that it has 

made over the years.   Which as a hobbyist became something that I was very, very 

interested in, as well as the artifacts and their meanings, today as well as when they were 

originally put into place.  And its something that I hope others can carry on because it 

tells a tremendous story as far as I‟m concerned just an absolutely tremendous story, and 

highly unique. 

 

M: thanks.  I appreciate your story.  Now, I‟m trying to get the lay of the land a little bit.  

What is the Washington Memorial Heritage? 

 

J: WMH is a purely, quote/unquote, purely secular organization.  One of the things that 

has happened over time as anyone would imagine given the economics of the day, is 

being a church of this stature, which is basically open 24 hours a day…well, not 24 hours 

a day but 7 days a week 365 days a years, there are days we‟re closed, but to be open to 

the public and the style and age of the buildings and the facility as a whole.  It is 

becoming increasingly more difficult to maintain it. (12:25) There is also a fair amount 

towards the intended architecture that has not been completed. So in order for a 

congregation of roughly 300 people to maintain this building, its becoming more and 

more difficult.  In fact in my opinion at this point its impossible. So we decided about 2 

years ago to develop a secular organization that could go out to corporate sponsors.  To 

solicit funding for renovation work number one and possibly even the completion of this 

structure.  It is right now a.. the organization is solely controlled by the parish through the 

vestry, George Reisner is the president who is a long-time member of the parish and also 

our people‟s warden. I‟m the vice president of the organization and Fr. Larsen serves as 

CEO.  
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M: That‟s interesting so.. its 501 C3? 

 

J:  Yes. 

 

M: That‟s interesting, so.. its like church and state? (Laughing) 

 

J: In a … yes.  But what we‟re trying to do is bridge over to the funds and organizations 

that would not be willing to give to an ecclesiastic organization, whereby they may be 

interested in the Memorial and maintaining the Chapel‟s stature as a Memorial, but they 

could do so without crossing a boundary into the religious aspect. 

 

M: Does the Cabin Shop help out at all?  Is that an income source or is it just sort of a 

break even… 

 

J: Well, right now we‟re going through a reinvention of the Cabin Shop.  When it started 

out, Pauling Harder, who was the 2
nd

 rector‟s wife envisioned the Cabin Shop as a place 

for eh women to get together to cook, they were basically going to have a soup kitchen 

and things of that nature there, fellowship.. and it expanded from that into an actually 

open-for-business type of organization.  It was very successful in contributing to the 

program budget if you will for operations of the chapel for years.  But as with everything 

else as the economics change in the nation, it becomes more and more difficult for them 

to do it.  But it has never lost its place in the Chapel framework of being an open 

organization for outreach because we see so many people there the managers and the 

volunteers reach out to so many people and there are so many people who have actually 

adopted the Cabin as a place to be because they had nowhere else to go, who volunteered 

there over the years.  Harrison Johnson was sort of a live in docent here back in the early 

70s, late 60s.and its was almost a home for him.  He lived in a trailer on the other side of 

the Schukyll river which actually burnt down and Pauline Harder actually took him into 

to Defenders gate which was her home at the time and he actually donated the cross at the 

entrance to the narthex. 

 

M: Yeah!  I saw that and thought that it looked like a fairly recent addition. 

 

J: He donated that in memory and in anticipation of all the rectors that served here in 

there honor.  And he was buried in the church yard with a piece of shoo-fly pie, because 

that was his favorite. (15:58) So, there are countless individuals of many examples of 

how the cabin can be used as a mission to reach out into the public.  And we of course 

encourage all visitors to go down and take part in it, not just because it helps support the 

church., but also as a place to go, to grab a bite to eat…. 

 

M: Yeah, only place in the park!  I just remember I was reviewing some of the newspaper 

clips that I found and it seemed like there were some people on the vestry here wanted to 

distance themselves from the cabin shop.   

 

J: Mm-hm. (affirmative) 
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M: …Because they felt like the church having a gift shop was… I don‟t know, they had a 

problem with that… but I guess that‟s been pretty well reconciled… [at this point his 

silence is making me uncomfortable] 

 

J: Pretty much so… there was a time back about when Fr. Stinson left, when there was a 

strong push by the senior wardens to close it.  I think that was primarily financially 

motivated at that time as opposed to say.. the theology if you will or the theory of having 

a gift shop. In churches like this I suspect its not uncommon to have a gift shop. 

 

M: Christ Church has a gift shop..  

 

J: so its not uncommon but I think that was primarily financially motivated at that time.  

As we struggle with the economics of the time its probably going to be reinvented but not 

to lose its original impact and its mission of outreach. 

 

M: When I start getting invested in a place I have so many questions I sometimes forget 

to focus on what I‟m supposed to be… 

 

J: The best thing you can do is take , and I‟m not an expert in interviewing but take a 

canvas and throwing stuff on it and sooner or later you‟re going to see something, even a 

small thing that you might be able to pull from. 

 

M: Yeah. So, getting to the part about the space, one of the things you said in your tour 

was that the space, the building represent a synthesis of church and state.  I was 

wondering if you could elaborate on that at all. 

 

J: I like to provoke people I speak to a little bit.  The majority of the people who walk 

through the door, when you talk about the separation, the politically incorrectness of 

talking about church and state in the same sentence, most of them frown and shake their 

head like, it should never be said.  It might be because we have a captive audience, that 

those who are interested in church will show up at our door because they are religious in 

nature and don‟t believe that church and state need to be separated.  We don‟t need to 

dictate what church is right.  We‟re not trying to do that here.  But there are some people 

who think that it is right to separate and the only reason they‟re here is because it is a 

memorial.  And in the middle of the park, so to speak.  But the intention was I believe, or 

the intent by Fr Burk was to create this memorial to George Washington and the patriots 

who were encamped here in VF during the winter encampment of 1777-78.  And it all 

grew from that original vision.  Things started happening to him and to the chapel in the 

early parts of its origins.  The first was Teddy Roosevelt came and spoke on its grounds.  

And Fr, Burk, being a very intelligent person understood what that meant.  First of all it 

brought national attention to a small mission and a man‟s idea.  The operative word is 

national.  It brought the government here and Flander Knox had his homestead not far 

from here who was Attorney General at eh time.  That‟s why he was in the area.  Flander 

Knox heard about what Burk was doing and asked the president. 



467 

 

M: and Roosevelt was Episcopalian. 

 

J: and he was.  And he was coming back from a wedding in NY, I‟m not sure if it was 

family or friend, and on his way back to Washington.  So he gave a talk at the woodland 

or at the barn-board chapel, which no longer exists which was about where the bell-tower 

is now.  And the essence of his talk was of course still relative fresh in everyone‟s mind 

about the American Civil War cause we‟re talking about 39 years later.  And he 

contrasted the experience of 3 hard days of bloody battle that they endured at Gettysburg 

with the encampment and what the people were fighting here and there was not a gunshot 

fired of course but they were fighting their own demons, they were fighting their own 

deprivations and how they had to dig very deeply inside themselves to be able to survive 

and then go on and beat the biggest and the best equipped army in the world and gain our 

freedom.  And if you read and as you read the sermon about Washington as a churchman 

it‟s a treatise about his interpretation about Washington as a churchman and there are 

varying accounts of whether he was or wasn‟t and I‟m not going to belabor this talk with 

that.  But as time went on and money began to roll in, things started happening that 

expanded the vision from just being the Memorial to Washington and VF and the original 

patriots, but ALL the patriots and he said that in his vision sermon, but it really became 

truly personified by some of the events that happened in WWI for start.  Number 1 is he 

did make his rounds and he heard the organ playing the Battle Hymn of the Republic.  He 

came in and , again there‟s varying accounts of how many soldiers were in here, but there 

were quite a few and the organist was from California, a soldier and they were all about 

ready to ship off to the front and I‟m not sure if they came here because of what had 

happened 10 years prior when the president was here or they just knew of the place… or  

 

M: They came to Valley Forge.. 

 

J: Whatever.  I‟m not sure why they were here, I‟m  not sure there was ever an account of 

why they were here but each one of them asked for the Father‟s blessing before they left 

for the front.  That absolutely had a profound impact upon Father Burk.  Then they 

constructed this statue in the cloister “Service and Sacrifice” Bela Pratt of the women 

with the oil lamp and that was dedicated to all the female patriots, mothers, daughters, 

aunts, grandmothers of time.. not just the Revolution but through time…23:04 And when 

many women heard that there beloved men were not coming back from that war, they 

wept at the foot of that statue.  Woodrow Wilson heard about that as well as the incident 

with the doughboys and then he called this the shrine of the American people.  So, once 

again, there were things that were happening throughout the early parts of the church that 

were lending such meaning to it that they continued to inspire Fr. Burk for the rest of the 

synthesis of church and state and it was very individual.  It wasn‟t you know, going to the 

United States government and saying “this is it” at that point.  That changed later and 

you‟ll hear about the Cathedral in a minute.  But it was at that point in time since these 

wayside traveling doughboys came and knelt for prayer and achieved the blessing.  Those 

women came and knelt at the statue. Well this was to be then the wayside chapel where 

anyone who came across Rt 23 or came through the park or whatever could come as an 
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American patriot and experience this synthesis.  Then some various secular organizations 

became very interested in the project and donated a lot of money.  The Colonial Dames, 

the Sons of the American Revolution, the Daughters of the American Revolution in 

particular.  That it became very necessary to accommodate there needs and to be able to 

acknowledge there gifts by celebrating their state, by their mission individually, what 

they were there to do as organizations.  And that really led into the progression of states 

that we pray for in order.   

 

M: Interesting! 

 

J: And the DAR particularly would come in every Pennsylvania Sunday the Pennsylvania 

DAR would come in as they do now, but back then it was in greater numbers.  So as the 

various organizations became involved, various individuals became involved it became 

clear that in Fr. Burk‟s mind, there was a need to be able to reflect both the importance of 

being an American, an American patriot as well as being a religious organization and 

based on faith. (25:25)   

 

M: So is it church and state, or is it church and nation?  As you‟re talking I‟m thinking 

about the difference between nation and state. And separation of church and state implies 

the governmental institution where a NATION kind of has a wider application, like, we 

kind of think “We‟re all Americans” we‟re not all part of the government necessarily so 

for me American identity in particular and like you said the nationalistic piece isn‟t 

necessarily tied to state. 

 

J: If you define state to be the government in particular the answer is absolutely not.  This 

edifice cares not about which government or which party or which branch of government 

it might have some relation to.  With the exception of the military.  And the reason why I 

say that is we also have services which honor each of the branches of the military on 

there specific dates.  Again that dates way back to the beginning of the fact that we are 

honoring the military aspect of the encampment at Valley Forge and George Washington 

the general.  But also then all those in our midst that are fighting for the nation, but also 

the state. 

 

M: Also the state, right. 

 

J: But yeah, I guess probably you could say that its more appropriately called synthesis of  

church and nation. 

 

M: But that‟s a good point because the military is a branch of the state, the government.  

That‟s interesting.  When I was down at Christ Church a couple weeks ago they were 

having a service there for the first Pennsylvania National Guard unti and I was at the 

AECST and they were honoring all the veterans coming forward at some point but I 

haven‟t seen anyone do it like here, with each branch of the service and Veterans Day 

and Memorial Day.  Does anybody ever accuse the Chapel of being militaristic? 
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J: That has happened in the past.  Our fourth rector, you‟ll notice in his portrait displays 

the one star flag behind him. That‟s Dr. Stinson, Richard Lyon Stinson.  He .. 

 

M: Is that army? 

 

J: Yeah, army… He in some people‟s opinion went too far with that.  There is also.. that 

particular flag was stolen by someone and burnt. 

 

M: Wow! 

 

J: There were extreme misgivings about his desire to go past what was considered maybe 

an acceptable boundary towards the militaristic aspect of the memorial.  We don‟t know 

who did it.  Some people suppose that it was an irate parishioner, but that‟s probably 

about as direct an answer to that as you‟re going to get.  As it relates to current activities 

and activities in the past I would say no.  In 2003 on French Alliance day was about the 

height of the difficulties between the French Government and the United States 

government about the war in Iraq. We were having a representative from the French 

embassy which we do every year, sent to come for the talk and there were some very 

significant threats of certainly picketing if not maybe even potential violence, while the 

French dignitary was here that caused some very difficult logistical problems.  But we 

were able to work through them. 

 

M: Wow!  

 

J: So again, that could be construed as overstepping the boundary of the military type 

thing even though it was basically to celebrate a park day that was French Alliance Day. 

 

M: Right.  Wow! 

 

J: So yeah, there have been some very extreme examples of that and there are a lot of 

people here who object to any weaponry being displayed anywhere near or on the Chapel 

or at the Chapel.  There are cannon that you see surrounding the yard here.  They‟re part 

of the Girard estate from Philadelphia.  The vast majority of them if not all of them are 

navy pieces.  They aren‟t period pieces or pieces from the Revolution.  Fr Burk had them 

placed here because of, again, the whole militaristic aspect of what we‟re supposed to be 

involved in here.  There have been a lot of people who objected to their existence on the 

property. 

 

M: Visitors or parishioners? 

 

J: Mostly parishioners.  (30:36)  Again, visitors are here more for the memorial part and 

they see this as a fortress in the middle of the property.  But, you know, there are varying 

different types of examples of how that potential line in the sand is being crossed.  This is 

a Christian church, you know, its not supposed to necessarily embellish the ideas of war 

and I think where we‟re able to reconcile it in our minds, in our hearts, in our souls is that 
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there are human beings who are asked to do things that are not Christian for sure, that‟s 

prosecuting a war for sure.  We hope for the right reasons, but we don‟t judge that. What 

we do know is that they‟re in harms way.  We want to be sure that they‟re safe and that 

they return home to their loved ones.  That‟s what‟s important to us at the Chapel.   

 

M: Is there generally…?  Every congregation I‟ve ever seen has a diversity within it, but 

I also know that every congregation I‟ve ever seen, people in the congregation can say 

“Well, we‟re kind of leaning this way.”  Is there a particular kind of political leaning for 

most folks at the Chapel? 

 

J: That‟s a good question.  Being someone who likes to try to understand people and their 

motivations, I would have said very early on that the impression of this congregation is 

very conservative.  But, those people who I thought were the most conservative have 

actually turned out to be the most liberal.  And I guess that‟s either speaking towards my 

inability to properly understand people, or maybe its also speaking on, that the political 

orientation of people tends to be hidden amongst their own personal feelings, and what I 

mean by that is: they may be extremely conservative in their application of their personal 

religion, in the style with which they wish to worship, but they may be very liberal in 

their political, socio-economic opinion.  And sometimes that additional leaning towards 

tolerance if you will allows them to become more flexible over time, even in how they 

worship.  There‟s a particular fellow, I‟m not going to name his name, that I though for 

sure was as…, and he is extremely conservative politically, economically and socially.  

But he was extremely, as I found out later, very liberal in his style of worship.  This was 

one of the last congregations in the Diocese to give up the 1928 prayer book, and that was 

done with some pain and agony and I think some (laughing) loud argument.  Rite II was 

unspoken here.  The Peace was not exchanged in the liturgy because apparently there 

were a very many people who considered it a disruption in the beauty of the overall 

liturgy.   I myself fell into that category initially.  “If I want to say hello to somebody, I‟m 

gonna say hello to them.  Don‟t tell me I gotta stop, stand up and give somebody the 

peace.”  And I consider myself very conservative, but like, and maybe I‟m speaking more 

of myself than other people, over time I‟ve become much more liberal, because I‟ve 

understood probably that inflexibility breeds intolerance and I‟m not an intolerant person, 

just the opposite. So, perhaps others have joined me on that mini journey, but I love whne 

you see the smiles of children on their faces when Fr. Larsen joins them in the family 

service, 9:15, and they all sit around on the floor and they have some ideas about what 

religions all about and they want to speak it.  They want to be heard.  I love to hear a 

baby cry during a sermon.  There are some and many more in the past, including Fr. Park 

who would actually stop a sermon and excuse a family with a crying baby.  Okay? 

“Cause there‟s no place for that in this church.”  So, as a congregation, this place has 

transformed from what I might consider a caterpillar into a butterfly.  There are still some 

pockets of intolerance.  Is that speaking on liberalism?  Maybe not, but I would say that it 

still tends to be on the conservative side of the political social economic scheme of 

things. 
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M: Yeah.  I‟m glad you parsed it that way because they‟re such big labels and a lot of 

times they obscure some things underneath that.  Yeah, somebody can be theologically 

liberal and politically socially and economically conservative or vice versa or politically 

conservative but economically liberal but, yeah, I like the way you parsed that.  So, 

getting more specifically into the art but as a kind of a total message, what would you say 

is the message of the art?  Particularly the stained glass but also including statues, and 

architecture and everything.  What would you say the message is?  What does it mean? 

J: the first thing that I would imagine and I can‟t remember the first day that I saw the 

chapel, I was five years old when it happened.  My grandmother happened to be a good 

fried of Frank Ketchum Law who was the carillonneur at the time. She brought me here 

in a day and we went to the Chapel and up to the bell tower and I rang a bell. (37:00) 

 

M: cool. 

 

J: As a pilgrim, walking into, coming to WMC, the first thing, I think, that you‟re in awe 

about is the overall external structure.  You know, this very large edifice that actually 

smiles at you from the outside as you‟re walking towards the front door and the large bell 

tower that remains extremely impressive.  And when you open the door and you walk in, 

you are treated to, in my opinion, one of the most beautiful objects of Gothic architecture 

in the world.  It‟s symmetry.  It‟s size, which is not overly large.  There‟s a sense of 

warmth, yet complete openness to the heavens, by virtue of its height.  The lit sanctuary 

that‟s directly in front of you, which is, you know the gold in the cross absolutely catches 

your eyes immediately.  I think probably 90% of the people, the first thing they do is to 

look forward and see the high altar and the high altar cross.  So, immediately you‟re 

given this sense of: This is a place of worship.  This is God‟s house.  And then as you 

look around and you see these tremendous stained glass windows and I bet you dimes to 

dollars that not many people see the red, white and blue unless it‟s a sunny day, cause it‟s 

a little difficult to sense it, but you can once its been told to you.  You see all these 

objects around you.   The tablets above each of the doors, the Constitution and 

Declaration tablets. The flags, which speak immediately on nation.  You see and flag, you 

see nation.  You‟re not immediately sure exactly what they mean yet, but they‟re there.  

And they‟re all right there leading your eyes, or guiding your eyes toward the high altar.  

Unfortunately, we don‟t light the Roof of the Republic well enough for to see it right 

away, and you see all these plates and brass plaques in the floor which must mean 

something, and of course you see the pews.  So I guess in long answer to your question, a 

pilgrim who would come here would see this, would walk into the door which is 

relatively narrow in nature and into this wide expanse which is really high and just seems 

to go on forever, almost it seems like the Wizard of Oz when they‟re going down that 

long corridor, you know, towards the wizard.  And then you start taking in and processing 

what you‟re seeing.  And I think once you start understanding the pieces that are placed 

there, and they‟re very carefully placed in my opinion, by design, not just with the Gothic 

architecture, but to lead you through the progression of the windows.  It‟s not uncommon 

of course to have your pulpit on the left side and the lectern on the right, but if you follow 

the progression of windows it leads you through that and then you wind up at the back 

with the baptismal font.  That‟s typical of a church that it‟s near the rear.  But you start 
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seeing this functioning church but the primary features that you see initially are: First 

religion through the high altar cross and sanctuary and but then you see all of these 

emblems of nation.  I‟m carefully saying nation now. (laughs) 

 

M: You can use whatever word you want. (also laughing) 

 

J: Then you start trying to understand, what does it all mean.  And when I say that it 

synthesizes church and state or church and nation, all of these things are there for visitors, 

but primarily for the American patriot, whatever their stature or status is in life here as a 

citizen of the United States.  It is their church.  Its intended to be their church.  It‟s a 

wayside chapel where anyone traveling on 23 or through the park could come.  They 

could say a prayer. If they wish.  They could just absorb what the meaning is.  And its 

bigger than Valley Forge.  The fact that its situated here gives it a springboard and its 

placard out front to say its in VF.  But it really does give a person a place to understand 

their citizenship here as an American, but also their part as, in our particular case as a 

Christian, but as a person of God, or a higher being and that that was important and 

understanding the importance of that in our founding fathers and the beginning of the 

origins of this nation and this country and the meaning of it today.  So if you look at the 

flags, if you look at the high altar cross and it‟s glorious in its religious aspects with the 

four main gospels of the disciples around the mid-section, but not too many people would 

know that its given by Abraham Lincoln‟s family (41:49) unless someone told them.  

You see the statue of Washington at VF.  A lot of people wouldn‟t understand the 

significance and meaning of that statue.  You can kind of look at it and say, “Yeah, he 

looks a little forlorn sitting in that chair” but to understand the meaning and the meaning 

of that statue to Dr. Burk and then seeing the nameplate.  It‟s hardly legible, you can‟t 

read the writings, you might miss the fact that its George Washington‟s coffin-plate.  But 

there are pieces and parts of that that you understand that say to you “You‟re welcome 

here.  This is your church.”  And that‟s what all the collective objects do,.  You know it‟s 

not just a church. 

 

M: That‟s great.  Cause I like with you giving an overall impression.  It doesn‟t require 

the viewer to analyze every little part of it.  One of the things I like about getting the key 

to the windows is, I look at the windows and I‟m like “It‟s a bunch of people having a 

meeting but I don‟t know what it is.”  I can tell they‟re probably colonial patriot-people, 

but I don‟t know what‟s going on there.  But the overall impression is given regardless of 

whether you know every little piece of what‟s going on.  Let me get into the race piece a 

little bit because I‟m going back and forth between predominantly white churches and 

predominantly black churches and looking at both of their art.  Do you think that the art 

here says something different to white Americans than maybe it does to black Americans 

or Americans of another minority group if you will? 

 

J: Most definitely does.  There is no doubt that the… I won‟t say original intent because I 

can‟t say that specifically, but the design definitely is for the white Anglo Saxon 

American.  Both the images of the history that‟s reflected there and all the pieces of art, 

come from a period or go back to and point to a period where that was the quote/unquote 
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predominant race and was during the time of slavery.  We‟ve had, in my time here, over 

the last 14 years during my time here, we‟ve had very few African American people 

worship with us.  They were assimilated into the congregation very willingly but I think 

over time became somewhat uncomfortable in the surroundings.  Clearly a numerical 

minority.  Just absolutely wonderful people.  I got to know all of them very very well, but 

they had a tendency to, I think, feel very, very uncomfortable in the surroundings here.  It 

was somewhat very foreign to their background.  In the middle years of the construction 

of the chapel.(45:00)  the congregation was made of primarily white wealthy people from 

Philadelphia. And I think they were somewhat discriminating… and I‟m not going to say  

discriminated against, but they were somewhat discriminating against people who came 

here and attempted to join who weren‟t on the same side of the railroad tracks.  That 

includes whites, or other minorities and anyone else and they were some of the very 

much more affluent people in the Philadelphia area.   

 

M: Yeah, on the wall at one point there‟s a list of I think names of Veterans and I was 

wondering if those were Veterans or children or folks who were in the church here cause 

they were big names. I mean Biddle, Clothier… Big-name Philadelphia. 

 

J: Mm-hm.  They were here.  Most definitely.  And I think too some degree that time 

period from 19- mid 30s say to the mid-60s was the generation of the framework of the 

congregation.  So, I think that would be very rare but I wasn‟t here and don‟t have many 

pictures of it, but I think it‟d be very rare you‟d find any minorities here.  And I‟m not 

sure there‟s a lot to appeal to various groups, minority groups here.  If you look 

particularly at Hispanics for example.  There‟s nothing here that‟s done in Spanish and 

there‟s nothing that reflects their part of their history here. There may be some scenes in 

the windows in tjhe beginning, especially in the Bishop White window of the Spreading 

of the Gospel to the New World.  But, that would be about it. 

 

M: Yeah , I noticed in some windows that Native Americans show up more frequently 

than I had recognized but in coming back and continuing to look, Native Americans show 

up more frequently.  I think there‟s only one image of a young African American man in 

the bell tower and right above him there‟s some Native Americans huddled around a fire 

but…  it‟s funny cause I pointed one of those things out to Father Pyle and he didn‟t even 

know it was there.  But does that… I mean, my sense is that.. your desire is for this to be 

a welcoming place to every single person who might happen to come across it but do you 

have a sense that in some ways it might not be and does that change your feelings about 

when you‟re talking to a group and saying that this is for ALL Americans [this is very 

awkward for me] are there.. I don‟t know on a visitation level, do you get more minorities 

in an audience that‟s visiting than in the congregation… 

 

J: I would say that minorities do not AVOID coming here as visitors, I mean as they‟re 

touring the park.  I have to tell you in all personal honesty that I like in some ways to 

provoke those of the minority that come to visit that they understand that even though 

those images might be absent here, the most important images is that which is at the high 

altar and that is the cross and that we are Christians, we are human beings, we are 
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brothers and this is their church.  Not because of the absence or the inclusion of any 

racially motivated art but by the mere fact that this is a house of God and we are all equal 

in his eyes and we‟re all brothers and sisters and so specifically when I say that to visitors 

that come in on a tour I will look specifically to see if there happens to be someone who 

is Hispanic or… obviously maybe even a new citizen, particularly a new citizen.  I want 

then to understand that this is their, because they‟re Americans.  Maybe in some ways 

better Americans than you and I and its important that they understand that and maybe it 

makes them uncomfortable.  But there is a certain amount of discomfort that comes from 

that and there ahs to be cause you have to reconcile it in your own self.  For those who 

come to the door that wish to participate or become part of the parish family, one of the 

things that is really important to me is that everyone feel comfortable and if they don‟t 

there are other places many Episcopal Churches where they may feel more comfortable.  

Whether they‟re white black Oriental or any other racially persuasion or orientation, 

whatever it doesn‟t matter.  But they must feel comfortable here, „cause there is a culture 

in any church and thought he culture in this church has changed a great deal in the past 30 

years.  Its important that they feel comfortable where they are to worship. (50:08)  And if 

this place is not here for that then I ask that they seek and Episcopal Church somewhere 

within the Diocese to find it.  But the initial message is that they are welcome. 

 

M: Yeah.  I did forget one piece.  There‟s an inscription in the bell tower also.  It was a 

late edition, 1993 I think to “Patriots of African Descent” which there‟s a corresponding 

monument up the road by an African American Sorority I think. 

 

J: Yes, they frequently come here for an event. 

 

M: Really?   What event is that?   

 

J : They celebrate their chapter… I forget the name of it.  But they‟ll come in and do a 

service in the chapel and reception.  They‟ve come in the past. 

 

M: Wow.  If it comes up and we happen to talk, I‟d love to hear… 

 

J: It‟s not every year and I‟m not sure what the frequency is.. 

 

M: Delta Sigma…. Phi? 

 

J: Yes.  That‟s exactly right. Delta Sigma Phi.  

 

M: The other thing that…particularly when I started looking here and at the Church of 

the Advocate that‟s really interesting is portrayals of what you might say is violence.  

Have you been to the Church of the Advocate?  

 

J: No 
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M: Oh!  I should have brought pictures.  There‟s murals that were painted in the 70s at 

COA and most of them are pretty intense and some of them are very violent images 

frankly and most of the folks there acknowledge that “Yeah this is… these are violent 

images.”   In some ways and it‟s more of a symbolic thing in a lot of ways there though 

some of them are not.  I mean here its commemorating a war and I know no battles were 

fought at VF but the art certainly transcends what happened at VF. 

 

J: Well I think the real message, the origins of the message is not really on the war and 

the aspects of the military aspects of the transformation of the army into something that 

became successful.  That‟s part of it, but it goes back to both the individuals, you know, 

including Rochambeau who was not here necessarily at VF, but assisted in the effort, the 

struggle if you will, and in specific Lafayette and of course Von Steuben.  That these 

people were either sent here, commissioned here or fully believed in the struggle that was 

at the basis of the humanity of the people who were here.  And it wasn‟t that they were 

necessarily all Christians or even that they were men of faith.  But what it did was, it was 

going back to the essence of the guaranteed freedoms of mankind. (53:17) And that this 

group of, at this time 23,000 people, survived all types of deprivation, all types of 

scandal, all types of negative reinforcement.  But they struggled to come out and fight for 

something that they believed was right: liberty and freedom.  And I think that‟s the 

message for everyone who walks in the door.  We all have our freedoms that we‟re 

fighting for and that‟s why whether we‟re in the active military or businessmen from 

Ambler or a graduate student from temple, we‟re all fighting for something and there‟s 

meaning to life and perhaps it has something to do with religion, it has something to do 

with your citizenship as an American.  I think that‟s really what the message is.  It goes 

beyond the façade of war, into the struggle itself and I think that‟s one of the things that 

motivated Fr. Burk so much about Roosevelt‟s speech.  He didn‟t talk about who bombed 

who and which regiment went where but he talked about the difference, although both  of 

them were horrible struggles, one was 3 days long and the other one was months long and 

they were fighting different things, they were fighting different battles.  And the essence 

of what we‟re memorializing here is the struggle of fighting your own deprivation to find 

God in the worst possible circumstances and then come out on top and move forward.  

And I think that‟s the overall message. 

 

M: Actually one of the things that I was going to say, is that the imagery isn‟t violent.  

There isn‟t a whole lot of violence portrayed in the art itself.  I think I‟ve stood there 

looking at every single image and trying to figure out what they are and I think there‟s 

only one medallion in which someone gets injured  I think there‟s a charge and 

Washington‟s on a horse and there‟s a couple people alongside and one of them is fallen 

and is holding his head and I think that‟s the only image of overt violence if you will 

here.  Where there‟s a whole lot of military imagery, having only one image …where at 

Church of the Advocate, what they‟re commemorating in a whole lot of ways is the Civil 

Rights struggle, which was a largely non-violent, but they use violent imagery to portray 

the intensity of the struggle.  Its interesting to me „cause here you have what was much 

more of what was ultimately a violent struggle but the imagery that‟s used to portray it is 

relatively not violent. 
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J: And again the essence comes back to and Fr. Larsen would typically see it in the John 

Paul Jones window in the little glass medallion is the Minuteman, returning home after 

battle and probably having seen all times of these violent images that you‟ve spoken of in 

war and he‟s hanging his musket above the fireplace in front of his wife. 

 

M: Yeah!  I know the one you‟re talking about. 

 

J: And you can determine whether it‟s in victory or defeat.  It doesn‟t matter.  It‟s that 

he‟s come through the struggle.  He‟s come home and he‟s resting his weapon forever. 

 

M: Yeah.  I haven‟t quite gotten the narrative down and I‟m reading the narrative wrong 

cause I interpreted that as him taking it off the mantelpiece to go off to war. 

 

J: No, He‟s returning. 

 

M: that‟s great.  I love finding this stuff out.  It‟s so interesting!  So on one hand people 

might say that it sanitizes the violence of war to some extent.  That it doesn‟t portray it… 

 

J: I‟m not sure that it sanitizes it.  But what it does is that it puts it in a perspective that 

says “When people need or are asked or do things that they as human beings may not 

want to do but are either ordered to or motivated in some way to do, that if they come 

through it, when they come through it, that it is for a greater purpose.”  And I think that 

the spirit of doing that is first of all based in patriotism. (57:49) But also it says that 

you‟ve done something that may not necessarily be something that you‟re proud of but 

you‟ve done it for specific reasons, based again in your patriotism and the national aspect 

of fighting for one‟s nation.  One of the interesting things, and it moved me to tears, I‟m 

not sure if it was in this talk [the one I transcribed for him] of it was one during that day 

[the WMC celebration day]…,  

 

M: You mentioned it. 

 

J: One particular fellow was just back from Iraq and sat right in front of me and it moved 

me to tears „cause I know he‟s done things and saw things that you and I would never 

want to see.  And he came here for whatever reason, just to see what it was all about?  

And these are the individuals that we pray for every Sunday.  You know, these are the 

people that we know are in harms way that are serving the active military and that‟s part 

of every service that we pray for those names and those people that are in harms way.  

That‟s more important to us than who‟s shooting who and what guns they‟re using and 

where they‟re stationed even.  It‟s important to us that God be with them and protect 

them, cause they‟re in a place that no man or person should be.  So the elements of 

war…I wouldn‟t call it sanitizing, built its taking it to a place that acknowledges the fact 

that they‟re in a bad place but allows us to first of all, selfishly gain peace that we‟re 

invoking God‟s protection on them by virtue of praying for them, but also we‟re praying 

for their safe return so we can watch them hang the musket up over the fireplace.  I guess 
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that‟s the symbolism of it.  It‟s not sanitizing it per se.  We‟re not choosing to ignore it.  

We‟re actually pointing to the peril that they‟re in but we are taking it away from the 

individual struggle into the grander struggle of just simply returning home and satisfying 

their mission, wherever they are and whatever they‟re doing.  

 

M: I can see how that would be moving, I mean, here‟s somebody who shows up and 

whether you knew them or not, you‟ve been praying for them in a rather specific way 

even though you didn‟t know who they were and then having them show up.  That would 

be… 

 

J: Especially now.  You know, in this time and day and … I reflect back on a talk that our 

deacon at the time, the Rev. Harry Mills, who was a tremendous man, I have a very warm 

spot in my heart for him.  But he gave a talk during the Vietnam War, during the protests 

and everything that was going on, and of course that flies right in the face of what we‟re 

trying, what the message is here, because the veterans coming back were baby killers, 

they were monsters and these were our own brothers and sisters that we were talking 

about.  And people were trying to driving into that same part of the horrifics of war, we 

were still trying to maintain the message that people were being asked to do things that 

maybe they, well we certainly expect that they would not want to do, but we pray for 

them, for their own well being and also that they return home. And that they survive their 

struggle much like those who were here at Valley Forge survived their struggle.  And 

that‟s the spirit.  I think its probably.. it‟s less acknowledging the specifics of the war.  Fr. 

Stinson talked a lot about his experiences in Vietnam.  He was one of the only Episcopal 

priests that went there „cause they weren‟t supposed to. They were opposed to the 

Vietnam War but he knew it would be a better call that there were people there that 

needed him.  And I respect him a lot for going and he did.  And he had some, quite some 

interesting stories and some interesting sermons when he was over there.  And I give him 

a lot of credit for doing it.  The church was not particularly happy with him, but he did it 

and it was important and it wasn‟t because he was condoning the war from what I heard, 

that‟s my opinion.  I think he was there for the benefit of the brothers and sisters that 

were there in a bad spot. 

 

M: Yeah.  Does being here in this place and praying for the troops every Sunday and 

surrounded by this art.. I mean, we just had this big election [the 2006 Congressional 

elections] and I was just listening on the radio to all these debates going on about the war, 

do the ideals that are represented here and praying for the troops, does that ever lead 

people here to be opposed to the current conflict we‟re in any sense?  Do people talk 

about that? 

 

J: Not so much.  Once again, to do so, and you could say it either sanitizes or ignores the 

debate, but it doesn‟t.  It doesn‟t allow for the debate because what‟s important to us are 

the people, the people that it affects, the individuals as opposed to why they‟re there… 

One of the interesting things that happened… It‟s a night I‟ll never forget. Cause it drove 

me again to tears.  Right at the outset of the war with Iraq, one of the things that was 

suggested strongly was that the clergy of the Diocese sign into a letter of discontent 
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pertaining to the war.  And Fr. Larsen‟s son who was at that time on active duty on a 

missile frigate and to ask a father to sign his name to a letter while his son was there is a 

struggle that I hope I never have to endure as a man, as a father.  Once again, when I 

spoke to him after this meeting, when I announced this, I‟m not sure he knew exactly 

what to do… (1:03) but we reflected on the meaning of what the chapel was all about, 

and it‟s about the people.  And he was able to reconcile in his own mind as an Episcopal 

priest, in a Diocese where he was supposed to do something that as a man and a father he 

couldn‟t necessarily do.  And they way he was able to reconcile it in his own mind was to 

say, “MY son is there. We will pray for my son.  As a matter of fact, we will pray for 

every one, which we were doing anyway, but that was the way that he could reconcile it 

in his mind.  This church did that for, this chapel did that for him cause that was what we 

do.  We don‟t… 

 

M: So he DID sign it? 

 

J: I‟m not.. NO and… I don‟t think he did, but what it really boiled down do was the 

ability to gain comfort in praying for individuals, not for the success of the war or you 

know the…that fact that we we‟re praying even against the war!  The issue came that 

we‟re praying for those individuals, those people that are involved in it and we‟ve been 

doing that for a hundred years and for him to be able to find peace with his own son in 

that scenario was powerful. 

 

(a pause in the recording)  

 

M: So just a couple other things that I want to make sure that I have clear.  What is the 

relationship between WMC and the national park service. 

 

J: Business-wise there is none.  Theres a great spirit of cooperation between the Park 

Service and the Chapel.  We do sit on about 32 acres of private land.  Originally it was 

40.  There have been times in the past where the Park Service chose unofficially to ignore 

the existence of the Chapel.  Its stature, physical stature within the park makes it 

somewhat impossible to ignore.  So, perhaps some past superintendents maybe even 

viewed it as a thorn in their side, that it existed.  As a matter fo fact in the beginning 

you‟ll read accounts of the fact that many people thought “Why put a church there.  

There never was a church there.  Why should there be one?”  And there was quite a 

struggle in the beginning when Fr. Burk was just getting started. We have a relatively 

good relationship with the Park Serive in that we have a high spirit of cooperation.  It 

could be better.  We could probably help each other a lot more.  Some of the recent 

events that were kind of co-sponsored including French Alliance day, the amount o f 

cooperation has been better but I think we could help each other more.  I think it‟s a 

relationship that could be developed more. I think with the advent of the Washington 

Memorial Heritage, it will be  I think once again it was a little bit more difficult for the 

Park Service to officially deal with the Chapel because if the church aspects but I think 

now that the Heritage is.. 
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M:  A bit of a mediator.  Yeah.  Are there any other, either community or civic 

organizations that the Chapel has a relationship with.  You mentioned the .. Girard.. 

 

J: The Girard estate. Yeah, that‟s not a community organization per se [he had mentioned 

that the colonial re-enactors were provided through the Girard estate, but I don‟t 

understand how]  Most of what we do is directly now related through the Episcopal 

Diocese  of the Episcopal Church.  We‟re looking now into facility utilization and 

opening it up to other organizations, civic organizations.. You never know, you could 

develop a great spirit of cooperation with them, with other groups, including the Chamber 

of Commerce…groups like that, but again it‟s only at the beginning of setting up any 

relationships. 

 

M: the Re-enactors and also the colonial singers.. are they part of the Chapel or do they 

come from another organization? 

 

J: The singers, for example,  are a private organization and they, I think are quickly 

beginning to find this an adopted home, which I think is absolutely wonderful.  As a a 

matter of fact lately I heard that they wanted to record a CD in the Chapel because of the 

acoustics which are tremendous, and on that day that I was giving these tours the music 

was fantastic.  But they‟re a private organization.  The re-enactors, the official re-

enactors, well.. I‟m not sure about that day but the French Alliance Day they were from 

the National Park Service.  That was part of the cooperation to have the package for the 

French Embassy. 

 

M: Yeah, I wanted to get a picture of Fr Larsen and the NPS guy and the French Major 

General and the re-enactors all in one shot but somebody was always blocking but it was 

really interesting all the people that were there on that day.  I think that‟s pretty much 

everything and I will probably have more questions after I transcribe this but I appreciate 

you giving me all the time that you have… 

 

J: Not a problem. 

 

M: Do you have any questions for me? 

 

J: NO.  I‟m interested in some of the impression that you have.  You‟ve been studying the 

Chapel in depth that some of the parishioners that have been here for 30 or 40 years… 

 

J: If anything was missing, I‟d suggest to you that people who‟d been here for 40 years 

and never even noticed it would notice its absence. 

 

M: yeah, I think you‟re probably right. (0:07) But in trying to discern different themes 

and things I think there probably is a lot in the art here that‟s lost because it‟s a little bit 

hard to interpret.  I mean a medallion this big when its 30 feet up, when the lights not 

shining through it… you know?  I wonder if anybody knows what some of those are. 
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J: First, there are MANY medallions and scenes depicted.  You just look at the 

Washington window.  I think there are 30 or 31 different scenes.  You can‟t even… I 

think it would take you an afternoon to describe them all so you… I particularly start at 

the beginning and finish at the end and anything in between you have to read about 

George Washington to know what‟s there… But once again, if any one of those windows 

was missing and replaced with a piece of plywood, you‟d hear all kinds of comments 

from the congregation.  And you know when we went through the separation with the 

historical society there was a lot of interpretation of what was to go where and 

interpretation of the actual documents some of them were wills, some of them were 

letters that were written on behalf of the Chapel on Historical Society letterhead cause 

there was commingling of funds and some of them came down to… some of the 

negotiations came down to… what was the precedent in documents or the precedent in 

intent.  But in all cases, in all cases those artifacts were looked upon for the benefit of the 

artifact itself.  Because no matter which organization, the Historical Society or the Chapel 

could claim ownership, that that organization had fiduciary responsibility to the donor 

and to the future parishioners or members of the Historical Society for the perpetuity of 

that artifact.  So some were best left at the museum for their care and some were best left 

with the Chapel for its care.  But always that was the overriding principle when we 

evaluated the artifacts was its, our fiduciary responsibility to the upkeep and maintenance 

of the artifact.   

 

M:  This just popped into my head.  Are there any members of WMC today who are also 

members of the National Historical Society? 

 

J: None that I know of.  There was… what is now the National Center for the American 

Revolution.  But the Valley Forge Historical Society as we knew it no longer exists? 

 

M: It‟s been absorbed? 

 

J: It‟s been absorbed.  But there were a few, when I first joined in 92, a dozen to 14 co-

memberships, and most of them were very elderly.  After the separation of the Historical 

Society, the resolution of the trust… many of the parishioners who were members of the 

Historical Society left the parish.  They were not necessarily happy with the direction and 

how it was ultimately handled.  There were quite a few parishioners who also became 

very disillusioned by the effort of the Chapel to evict the Historical Society which 

happened during Sheldon Smith‟s time in the late 70s.  And they also then chose to leave 

the parish because they didn‟t feel wanted.  And some of the parishioners were also very 

vocal about the historical aspect.  And when we joined it was on the tail of that, what I 

call the Memorialists versus the Congregationalists.  It caused some difficulty.  There 

were a lot of members who didn‟t want to grow numerical, they didn‟t want to grow 

spiritually, they didn‟t want to grow religiously in any way.  They were good practicing 

Episcopalians I should say but they weren‟t necessarily… well I cant say they weren‟t 

necessarily good Christians, cause they probably were but they were… well it was more 

important for them that the Memorial be kept up rather than to grow numerically and 

spiritually as a congregation. 
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M: Interesting!  Great.  Well, thank you so much. 

 

J: You‟re welcome.  My pleasure. 

 

 

 

R. James Larsen, Rector of Washington Memorial Chapel. 

Interviewed at Defender‟s Gate on February 22, 2007 by Matthew Hunter. 

(“M” indicates interviewers.  “L” indicates R. James Larsen.) 

 

M: First let me ask you to describe the history of your relationship with the Washington 

Memorial Chapel, how you came to be here and similarities and differences between 

serving WMC and other places that you have had opportunity to serve. 

 

L: Okay, first of all, in terms of coming to WMC, the clergy in the EC are in a computer 

bank in NY called Clergy Deployment Office.  And what happens is when a church 

becomes vacant, they do a self-study and the results of the self-study are sent to the 

computer and the computer spits out names that match and surprisingly, my name was 

one of those that matched.  Now, I was already down in Florida and I thought that I was 

in my last parish before retirement and all of a sudden I got a call that they wanted to 

come and interview me.  I won‟t go into the details of the interview although to say the 

least I did not expect to hear from them again and then all of a sudden in January of  2001 

they asked me to come up here for a second interview and by May of 2001 I was the 

rector of WMC.  I‟ve been an Episcopal priest for 38, going on 39 years.  And if that time 

I have spent 18 years as the headmaster of an Episcopal School along with rector of the 

parish that is the sponsoring parish of the school.  So I have a large educational 

background.  Now, at (Bonita Springs?) just prior to coming here I was just rector there 

was no school at all.  And so, I‟ve had a very varied ministry in terms of the different 

kinds of demands placed upon me and for 19 years I was running the school as well as 

running the parish.  When I came up here though it has been an entirely new learning 

curve because here I‟m dealing with a National Memorial with almost a half a million 

people going through here in a year, various groups that I have to serve.  Various special 

services that I have to provide for different groups such as… bomber groups from Korea 

and ….Naval groups from Vietnam.  I do WWII services. I do WWI services… of course 

that‟s for the descendents of the WWI.  I do all sorts of state service for the various states.  

For the DAR, the SAR, the CAR, the Colonial Dames, the Mayflower Society and I 

could keep going and going in terms of groups I have to do services for.  And one of the 

things we had to do was to go back and research what Washington, how Washington 

worshipped at the time of the Winter Encampment.  So we use, for these special services, 

the matins for 1662, the English version, except as it was corrected by Christ Church 

downtown, deleting references to the royal family and putting in the colonies instead.   

And the second thing is now we have the Washington Memorial Heritage, which is a 

501c3 independent of the Chapel, raising money for the restoration and maintenance of 

the Chapel Memorial.  Nothing to do with the church, but to do with the Memorial.  I‟m 
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very active in that too. And one of the things we had discussed at the last vestry meeting 

was the fact that I am now leaving tomorrow for Florida.  I have to be in Wilmington 

Delaware in March.  In April I have to be in Indianapolis.  In May I have to be in 

Williamsburg and in June I have to be in Mount Vernon.  Presenting the case of the 

Washington Memorial Heritage for the restoration and maintenance of the Chapel to 

various groups.  They tell me that I have a whole series of things in the Fall again but I 

have not seen that schedule yet because I am overwhelmed with the schedule I have. 

 

M: SO are those fund-raising trips? 

 

L: Yes.  So what I do is I go and present the case and tell them about WMC.  And what I 

will do is give you a copy of that talk and maybe that will help you a little bit.  One of the 

things that I feel very very strongly about in terms of the Chapel is the fact that it is a 

memorial to ALL of the men and women, down through the course of our history that 

have given of their time, their talents, and their lives, in cases to maintain our freedom.  

For instance, when we think of WMC we think of the winter encampment, of Washington 

and the patriots of the Continental Army. However, the high altar cross is in memory of 

Abraham Lincoln, given by his grand-daughter.  The altar cases that match that cross 

were given in honor of those that lost their lives in the War of 1812.  (5:35)  We have the 

flag, called the Navy Jack, after 9-11, the secretary of the Navy, mandated that on the 

bows of all the ships and submarines, the Navy Jack should fly until the war on terrorism 

is won.  This particular Navy Jack was on the bow of the Donald Cook and it was the first 

strike ship, over in Baghdad Iraq that sent the first missile in.  As soon as the first missile 

landed in Iraq, that flag was retired and another flag put up and it was brought here and 

we were asked that we fly it as a flag ship of faith until the war on terrorism is won.  So it 

is standing right inside the chapel today.  We have artifacts from the twin towers and 

from the Pentagon, from 9-11, which we‟re planning to do something with.  So we 

actually go through many, many wars, down through the course of history and the 230 

some-odd years that we„ve been in existence as a country and one of the things is now we 

have is the wall of honor, where current serving military are honored.  So one of the 

things that people don‟t realize is that even though it is focusing on the Revolution is that 

we actually honor people all the way down through the course of history.  One of the 

things in our services on Sundays, we honor all of the servicemen that have a relationship 

with the Chapel, by name during the intercessions.  The other thing is at all sung services 

we use the Star-Spangled Banner before we begin the opening hymn. Which is… you 

don‟t find that at too many Episcopal Churches.  WE also have a sign up list of service 

people, so when people are coming through as visitors they can sign up their son or 

daughter or their husband or father or whatever and we will remember them at the altar 

once a month.  And so, once a month either Fr. Pyles or I will have a list of maybe 75 

servicemen that we are remembering during the course of the service, which I DO know 

is done at the Natl Cathedral, but I don‟t know of any other place in the nation that it is 

done.. offhand..  But of course, the Natl. Cathedral and we get the visitors and a lot of 

other churches do not. 

IN terms of the artwork, you first of all have to realize that all of this is to move the 

individual to a greater depth of patriotism.. so I mean, some very, very little things that 



483 

we have in the Chapel that should elicit some type of patriotic response on the part of the 

visitor. Take the windows for instance.  The background colors are either red or blue.  

Now the stone today is gray but at the time that it was built it was white and so you saw 

red, white and blue in the chapel.  The red and the blue are still very vivid in the chapel, 

the gray is a little gray now but the idea is there.  In terms of the artwork, everything 

that‟s in there has a special meaning and a special purpose.  For instance the carvings in 

the choir screen are the various battalions of the Revolution or whatever they‟re called.  

And they had replicated the uniforms of those regiments so people can see what they 

looked like and so forth.  What‟s interesting is that people look at the English soldiers 

that are found on the choir screen and so forth and they don‟t realize that that was 

Washington‟s life-guard.  And the funny part of the story of that is that Washington was 

6‟ 2”.  He was quite a tall individual and he mandated that his life guard had to be…and 

the average man was 5‟2”, so he was a foot taller than the average person… He mandated 

that the life-guard had to be 5‟6” – 5‟10”.  So he wanted taller than the average man, but 

not as tall as he was.  And they did see battle and did fight and there were 200 of them, it 

was limited to 200 men and that was their uniform.  But, you see, there are nuances in the 

life, within the artwork of the Chapel that I don‟t know if many people see or appreciate. 

 

M:  Yes, that was one of the question I had… (10:49) 

 

L:  For instance, the Samuel Morris stall in the choir.  Samuel Morris was an early settler 

over in Philadelphia and he came over here because of religious freedom and the story is 

told that one day Mrs. Morris said to Samuel, “Samuel, the larder is empty.”  And 

Samuel, that good, sound Christian would say, “Never fear my dear, the Lord will 

provide.” And so he went out with his gun to hunt and came back four hours later empty 

handed.  Mrs. Morris was very put-out and put her hands on her hips and said, “Samuel, 

the larder remains empty.”  To which this God-fearing Christian, as he was want to do, 

said “Never fear my dear, the Lord will provide.”  At which point the family cat brought 

tin a rabbit it had caught and they had rabbit stew for supper.  IF you raise the seat, 

underneath there is a carving of the cat bringing in a rabbit.  And so these are the kinds of 

stories and of course you could talk about the freedom of faith for Samuel Morris, you 

could talk about just a curiosity of history and of course this is a forebear of Robert 

Morris, the strongbox and so forth and so you‟ve got all sort of things.  The Presidential 

seals are carved in the wood and this is very very important because 5 Presidents have 

spoken here and their seals were carved in the wood to recognize that they had spoken 

here, the last being Dwight David Eisenhower.  The other thing is, in terms of the 

windows, the windows are so rich, you almost need binoculars though to see the different 

things, but if you go to the John Paul Jones window, which is the last long window, 

before the door, on the left as you face the high altar (my 3 month old starts screaming 

here).  If you look at that window in the lower right hand corner, there is a scene that 

really depicts the reason that we have the whole revolution and it is patriot coming home 

and hanging up his gun above the fireplace and rejoining his children and his wife, 

because the whole of the Revolution was fought because they wanted a better place for 

their children and their grandchildren and so forth and so they went ahead and they were 

willing to put their lives on the line and their fortunes and so forth too, in order to 



484 

guarantee that freedom and that peace that they wanted for their offspring and to me that 

says the entire story.  You can look at the signing of the Constitution, you can look at the 

signing of the Declaration of Independence and some of the other stained glass and so on 

and so forth.  I do refer to that window quite often in sermons because I think that that is 

the epitome of the reason that anybody down through the course of history gives their 

time, their talent and their lives for our country.  And even the people in 9-11 that lost 

their lives, even though they weren‟t in one sense fighting for freedom, they gave their 

lives for our freedom, cause obviously we then pulled together and started to work in 

terms of eradicating terrorism and so forth.  I refer a lot of times to the flags, another 

teaching tool and it‟s a teaching tool in two ways.  One it may be a teaching tool for 

Christian education or response to the Christian gospel, but quite often its also a teaching 

tool for patriotism.  Cause when I do these special services and so forth, because we are a 

national memorial, most of the time I do more in terms of patriotism than I do upon the 

gospel.  Obviously I will mention God a few times but for the most part, I‟m talking 

about patriotism instead.  (15:45) 

For instance, right above the lectern, there is a blue flag with 13 stars.  This is the 

Commander in Chiefs standard.  This is the standard he used all the way through the 

Revolution.  Now if you look up towards the altar, underneath that row of flags on the 

right hand side facing the altar there is a coats of arms, in a flag with 2 red stripes and 

three red stars.  That is the Washington coat of arms.  Francis Hopkinson designed the 

American flag.  IT is thought that he took the commander in chiefs standard with the blue 

filed and 13 stars and combined it with the red stripes and thus we have the stars and 

stripes.  Now Betsy Ross sewed the first one.  But Hopkinson designed it.  So you can see 

the two flags up there and see how he was motivated.  He was also the one that did the 

Great Seal of the United States and so forth.  He did a lot of the seals and so forth for the 

revolution.  He was a lawyer.  [Hopkinson was also the first secretary of the Navy I think 

and also played the organ at Christ Church – cf. Neil Donk].  One of the things also that 

we learn about people and families and so forth.  I got a call last year that I was to do a 

service for Bodo Otto.  The first question I had after I took the phone call was “Who is 

Bodo Otto?”  Come to find out he was the first surgeon general of the United States.  He 

was the doctor with he three sons to the Continentel Army and was stationed over at 

Yellow Springs while they were here at the winter encampment and he had the hospital 

over there.   

 

M: Which is where I understand a lot of the people who quote-unquote “died in Valley 

Forge” actually died the hospital in Yellow Springs. 

 

L: IN Yellow Springs.  And anyway, they have a memorial here now for Bodo Otto, and 

we are getting his portrait to hang down in the Bishop White library and so joining 

Bishop White who WAS in the Revolution and was consecrated Bishop of the Diocese 

shortly after we won our independence. And Bodo Otto was the doctor.  They may have 

even met (interference and then Fr. Larsen gets a phone call).  So you learn about 

different people.  The Bodo Otto family association is still very, very active.  A lot of 

these people are also members of the Scoiety of Cincinnatti.  I don‟t know if you know 

about them. 
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M: No. 

 

L: That is the first-born son of the first-born son of an officer in Washington‟s Army. 

 

M: Okay. 

 

L: Now, you cannot be a second-born son and you cannot be a first-born daughter.  They 

DO have a women‟s organization called the daughters of Conncinati and that‟s the first-

born daughter. 

 

M: Wow. 

 

L: Now, they‟re NOT a large group as you might imagine, but they are very, very active.  

That‟s who I‟m going to be speaking to on Saturday down in Florida.  In fact, both 

February and March.  I‟m doing the Regional meeting in February and the National 

Meeting in March.  But here there is a certain degree of patriotism on the part of the 

people, that they really feel a connection, not only with the Army but to the Civil War, 

World War One or Two… and so forth, because most all of these people have served in 

the military too.  Does that kind of answer.. 

 

M: Yes!  That‟s great!  I can ask some more specific questions… 

 

L: Go ahead.  I‟m running dry. 

 

M: Well.  Theres a lot of things that are coming to mind.  I read Christian Century, and a 

lot of times I get the back issues and I start reading them even sometimes a year after they 

came out.  Maybe with news and things about the Episcopal Church with regard to Iraq 

and the War on Terror etc.  It seems like the leadership of the church has positioned itself 

pretty staunchly against the War on Terror and the Iraq War… 

 

L: You‟re absolutely right.  

 

M: …and maybe war in general and maybe Christians serving in the military.  But I 

know that the Episcopal Church also has a pretty strong legacy of Episcopalians being 

officers and even pretty high ranking officers and secretary of the Navy and I was 

wondering if you felt any tension here as a result of the overall position of what appears 

to be the hierarchy of the church? 

 

L: I guess what I feel is sometimes a tension with some of my brothers and sister clergy.  

Because they know I‟m here and obviously I support the military and so forth and a lot of 

times they cannot figure out how I can do this and still be a Christian.  Now, the first 

answer to this is: I am supporting the people who are serving.  I may or may not fully 

agree with the War in Iraq, but everyone who‟s serving over there is serving for the cause 

of freedom and they should be praised and they should be supported and they should be 
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applauded.  In other words, what I‟m doing is I‟m looking more at the people than I am at 

the effort.  MY son, our son, went ahead and served in Iraq, twice.  I mean, sent over 

there twice.  I have some reservations about some of the (unclear) that we‟re over there 

but on the other hand I realize that these people are doing a great deal for us over there 

and possibly allowing us not to have terrorist attacks again and so I really support and 

applaud what they‟re doing.  The national policies however, I may have some dissension 

with.  I think also that its very difficult in terms of this is a parish church.  Now I‟m going 

to compare this as a parish church to other parish churches (23:00).  There‟s a lot of 

people who get turned off by this.  All of the Natl Anthem and all of the prayers for the 

country and the military and everything else.  They DO get turned off by it. 

 

M: They think it‟s too militaristic? 

 

L: Yeah. Yeah.  And this appeals to a certain group of people.  A lot of the people are 

former military.  We get people from Delaware, Maryland, New Jersey, Bucks County 

and all over..  They‟re driving from West Chester. 

 

M: They‟re members here? 

 

L:   A lot of them.  We are not a neighborhood church.  If you want the neighborhood 

church, you go over to St. Peter‟s in Phoenixville.  And there they don‟t have the 

National Anthemn.  They don‟t have all the militaristic.  They ARE a parish church.  The 

first thing is the people who belong to the Chapel as a parish church, they are of a 

different ilk from many of the others.  They really want this.  And this is… difficult in 

terms of how we administer the church pastorally because we‟re all over the country.  I 

don‟t have a neighborhood.  You look outside here and you‟ve got land and trees. 

 

M: IN other words, visiting parishioners could be very time consuming. 

 

L: And we don‟t have a lot going on during the week because its just too far to drive! 

And then a lot of the parishioners.. they might only come twice a month because of the 

distance and they may attend another church down in the local area on the others Sundays 

because its just too far to drive every single Sunday.  The other thing that‟s very 

interesting is that when the Chapel started out we had State Services every Sunday at 2 

o‟clock.  Well, it started out at 4 o‟clock, and then it was moved to 2 o‟clock for 

evensong.  Now we only do ones that they do travel here for us and now we have found 

that they want them in the morning rather than the afternoon.  So rather than having a 

luncheon, evensong and high tea, they now want matins, lunch and go.  So we‟re re-

writing now as we speak the traditions at the Chapel. 

 

M:  When you say they… who is it that comes? 

 

L: New Jersey, Delaware, we have all state services for the colonies within the vicinity of 

driving. 
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M: But the people who come.. Are they affiliated with an organization? 

 

L: DAR, SAR, CAR, we write all of them.  We write the Governor and everyone else and 

people that hear about it come.  Now that we‟ve got our website up it may be that people 

who are not associated with anything see it on our website and come. Every Sunday we 

pray for State.  This past Sunday it was Maine.  But we don‟t do a special Sunday for 

Maine because people are just not coming down.  Now, if they made arrangements to 

come down we‟d do special service.  But, it s only those who say that they want to come 

down. (26:20) 

 

M: I was wondering about the prayers… Were they written by somebody a long time ago 

or… 

 

L: Yes, they were written by somebody a long time ago.  Dean Sayers wrote them.  He 

was Dean of the National Cathedral and the prayers have become public domain and so 

we use them here and I know at the National Cathedral they have a rotating system also.   

Now we start the system the Sunday after Labor Day.  The National Cathedral starts at 

the beginning of the year.  The reason is that the first few are the colonies and its nicer to 

come in the fall when the traveling‟s nice than to come in January or February where we 

may have snow.  The other thing is that my job has changed so to the point that I am now 

going out to these groups.  Fr. Pyles does more with the parish.  He is more the pastor of 

the parish.  He calls on the shut-ins.  He gives house communions.  He does that type of 

thing.  Whereas I am out now doing these special gigs and I am in charge of these state 

services and so forth for the special services. I know I‟ve got a couple special military 

groups coming that we‟ll have services for and what I generally do is I‟ll meet with them 

once and I‟ll provide a service that is going to meet their needs and what I have to do is I 

have to go online and find out about the group and research the group so that when I‟m 

preaching I try to as I said talk more about he patriotism and so forth but I like to link it 

to the gospel to and so what I do is I see things that may have happened to the group and 

I‟ll try to link it to the gospel. (28:22)  

 

M: It seems like you‟re trying to cater it to the audience that is going to be here on a 

Sunday but that‟s what every preacher tries to do. 

 

L: But they‟re here for different reasons than to hear the gospel.   

 

M: It really interesting and I didn‟t make the connection until this past Sunday, I don‟t 

know if this is intentional or not, but there seems to be a balance in the service.  Like, the 

National Anthem was sung and the hymn following that immediately basically says the 

only…the message of the hymn is basically that the only thing worth saying, the only 

thing worth proclaiming and singing is “May Jesus Christ be praised.” (Commonly 

referred to by its first line “When Morning Gilds the Skies) 

 

L: Mm-hm. 
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M: Which is interesting because it almost relativizes the National Anthem.  The Natl 

Anthem is sung but then it turns and says the only thing worth saying is Jesus Christ Be 

Praised.  I remember another time it was the Battle Hymn of the Republic and then the 

hymn following it was… incorporated into the hymn was a prayer that all wars would 

cease and whatnot.   (June 18, 2006 Father‟s Day – 1982 Hymnal 594 – the lines is “cure 

thy children‟s warring madness” from “God of Grace and God of Glory by Harry 

Emerson Fosdick 1930 – my field notes do not reflect the Battle Hymn being sung) So 

you have a battle hymn followed by… And I don‟t know… is that intentional? 

 

L: It‟s intentional.  You have to go back to Burk and you have to go back to 1897.  He 

took his choir boys over here on a hike and as he was hiking he decided he had to say 

something, of course all clergy have to say something, so he said something.  He had 

gone over some of the embankments and some of the things that were still here, of course 

more was left here at that point than there is today and as he was talking with the kids, the 

boys, he realized he didn‟t know that much.  So when he got back to All Saints Church in 

Norristown he started to research and he decided what he needed was a chapel a wayside 

chapel over here where people could give thanks to God for their country, so it is very 

very God centered in terms of the concept and in my mind yet today.  Where we go ahead 

and we say the Country, this land is given to us by God, the people who were moved to 

go fight the various wars and conflicts to maintain our freedom were moved by God to do 

so and gave of themselves and what we should be doing is giving thanks to God for what 

we‟ve got and so that is where the prime mover is in terms of motivation for the Chapel, 

the memorial the services and everything else.  This is kind of typical though at times 

cause you get caught up in the Battle and you don‟t necessarily see God‟s hand in it.  The 

Other things that‟s very hard is we talk about the memorial and things as a place to give 

thanks to God and then you look outside around the Chapel with all the cannons and it 

looks like I‟m ready for a major siege or something or other.  A few cannons wouldn‟t 

bother me but the number we‟ve got does. 

 

M: Yeah.  At one point I… and I‟d been here for quite a while before I really began to 

take notice of them and then I went around and counted  and I think there were something 

like 40 or 50… something in that number. 

 

L:  Yeah, its really incredible.  If I wanted to start and war… of course the bores are all 

filled with cement now and they can‟t be fired.  But if I wanted to un(unclear) the bores I 

could start in and hold siege here for at least awhile.  But yeah. That‟s where the military 

comes into play.  I think that Burk had the tension between walking the fine line our 

country and patriotism and the Christian faith.  And that‟s a tight-rope that we still have 

to maintain yet today. (32:50) 

 

M: I‟m thinking about the history of the Episcopal Church, descended from the Anglican 

Church with the state church.  Is there something about inheriting that connection to 

nation, to country do you think is something that‟s been retained in the Episcopal 

Church? 
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L: I think we‟ve lost it today.  You made reference earlier in terms of the hierarchy and I 

think we‟ve lost some of that.  I think we had it years ago and we‟ve kind of lost it.  One 

of the things though that really bothers me as a priest and I‟ll share this and now I‟m 

talking purely from a Christian viewpoint is that we do not say thanks you to God often 

enough.  WE can pray for the sick, we can pray for the dead, we can pray “give me this”  

“Giove me that”.  “May I have a fruitful week”  “May I not go broke.”  All of these 

things to pray for but you know its really very seldom that we say “Thank you God.” And 

its really one of the great ministries that I see here at the Chapel is that we can at least 

start to form that kind of a response in the people , to say thank you for our land, thank 

you for the people that are protecting us.  One of the groups that I now want to start to 

make the memorial for in the Chapel is the policemen the firemen the paramedics and so 

forth because they also do so much in terms of protecting our freedoms in our country.  

 

M: Homeland Security… 

 

L: And they‟re forgotten.  One of the artifacts that we have from the Twin Towers in the 

fire book.  What happened was, after the twin towers collapsed, I had let it be known that 

I would like to have something for an artifact for the memorial and two firemen that had 

retired were going in and trying to find bodies and so forth and they each brought out 

some artifacts and so forth.  We have part of the marble of the two floors the North and 

the South Tower.  We have a piece of the window glass.  We have a part.  They cut off 

part of the iron, like those iron ribs that were sticking out?  But then, one of them found a 

firehook and the handle is broke off, it was sticking in a bunch of rubble and he got very 

angry cause he said that isn‟t a bunch of junk.  That represents a person.  And so he took 

it back to his home and later gave it to us.  And there‟s numbers on the firehook and he 

researched it.  Its hook and ladder company No. 11 and every person that responded to 

the call lost their lives.  That particular firehook was checked out to a young man who 

had just graduated from fire fighting school two weeks before… 

I think we‟ve got to say thank you and remember their souls, even if its nameless to say 

thank you to god for what they have done for us and for our freedom and for our country.  

And so that‟s what I see we can do here in terms of instilling balance in the Christian life 

is learning to say thank you. (36:44) 

 

M: I don‟t want to take a lot more of your time but this will be my last question.  A lot of 

people when you read histories claim that Washington wasn‟t much of a churchmen and 

so there‟s this historical review of Washington‟s life and relationship with the Episcopal 

Church and at least some reports that he was a very marginal churchmen.  Does that 

come up?  Is that a concern at the Chapel that you feel you need to…? 

 

L: I don‟t know that that‟s the best view of Washington.  In those days there was a 

different feel in terms of theology and so forth.  And it was more of a moral theology that 

it was a… and he was more of a deist.  SO his response would be different than our 

response today.  He would not put the emphasis on Jesus Christ.  He would not put the 

emphasis on communion.  That was not unimportant.  But he.. in my reading and my 

understanding… he saw the role of the church as being a moral influence to guard and 
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guide society.  See he was a vestrymen in 4 different churches and that means that he was 

an elected official in those 4 churches.  In several churches there‟s the Washington pew 

where he sat and worshipped, Christ Church downtown has one, and so I think he was an 

active person in terms of that.  I don‟t think for instance you would have ever seen him 

kneel and so Washington kneeling at Valley Forge is an old wives tale as far as I‟m 

concerned.  I don‟t think that he would have ever knelt.  In terms of his relationship with 

the Almighty it would have been standing.  But it was a different era and it was a 

different type of understanding.  I think in terms of that particular period of time, he was 

a very devout person.  If we measured it by commitment today, yes, it would have been 

shaky.  But in those days it was very solid.  But it was a different light.  It was  different 

understanding.  Today its an entirely different,  In those days you would have never seen 

Bishop White in any vestments other than a cassock and surplice, or when he became 

Bishop (unclear ref to vestments).  He wouldn‟t have worn anything else.  Probably not 

even a stole.  He probably would have celebrated communion, the eucharist 4 times a 

year. 

 

M: Right.  A kind of enlightenment era.  A major backlash in the United States against 

Catholicism,and mysticism and that sort of thing. 

 

L: And the whole Church was re-formed through the Cromwellian period.  There was a 

big Protestant influence that was brought upon the whole of the Anglican communion.  

Now today we‟ve gone back and today I wear vestments and I‟m called “father” and so 

forth.  He would have been called Mr. White and probably even as Bishop Mr. White 

because Bishops weren‟t even over here until after the Revolution and I don‟t think they 

were valued that much in the colonies in the era. And so I think in his time he was a very 

devout person but it‟s a different definition of devout than we have today.  I don‟t think 

that he probably had a real stringent prayer life on a day-to-day basis but he probably 

read scripture.  He would have been more the academic than the spiritual. (41:23) It was a 

different era and it‟s difficult for us to understand unless you were living in that time. 

 

M: Yeah well we always want to hold people in the past to… (interruption as Fr. Pyles 

comes in) the standards of the present and its kind of an unrealistic thing to do. 

 

L: It‟s very difficult in terms of all these people that we‟re dealing with the American 

Revolution and you know I get names all the time of people and doing things from the 

descendents of so and so.  And there was such a different feeling in those days and most 

of it was that they wanted to provide a place for their children and their grand-children.  I 

don‟t know that their motivation was “the land of the free and the home of the brave” as 

much as it was to have a place for people where they can prosper and grow.  But on the 

other hand we as citizens of the United States today have to start to appreciate it.  One of 

the things and I will say this because I believe in it very strongly.  You look at WWII and 

the rise of Adolf Hitler in Germany.  One of the reasons they decided to give it to Hitler 

and just let him run it and well prosper.  They did not value any of the things they had 

and so they just gave it up.  What‟s going to happen here in the United States is if we 

don‟t value these freedoms and we don‟t hold them dear, we‟re going to give them up.  
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Somebody else is going to take them from us and then were going to have a dictatorship 

of one kind or another where we‟ve lost these freedoms and that is a real concern of mine 

because as you have your baby (I have my 3mos old Zephan with me), we‟re expecting 

our first grand-child in April, Aidan James, I want to have the freedom and the joy of this 

country and you have to value these things and hold them dear and not let people steal 

them from you and I think that that may be the role of the Chapel also. 

 

(Fr. Larsen and I exchange pleasantries and he invites further interviews) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


