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Constructive Proposal

Body, Race, and Being:

M. Shawn Copeland

The terms in the title of this essay orient us to issues as provocative and sub-
stantive as théy are controversial and ungainly. The very word Eucharist is
saturated with meaning,. As religious ritual, the Eucharist (or mass or Holy
Communion or the Lord’s supper) has long been a topic of intense research,
debate; and publication. More important,.as David Ford reminds us, the
Eucharist is “the principal act of worship of the majority of the billion and a
half,or so Christians in the world today.”4 Catholic teaching holds that the
Eucharist is a sacrament, what Augustine identifies as “revealing sign”
(sacrum signum). So a sacrament discloses or manifests something or some-
one that is hidden or opaque. That same teaching maintains that Christ is
really present with us and to us in the Eucharist. :

In Catholic teaching, Eucharist also relates to the concept of the body.
To speak of the body is to signify, according to Jorg Splett, “the most imme-
diate and proximate object of our experience.” The body is always with us;
it is inseparable from us. It is the mediator of our engagement with the
world. But the body is no mere object with which we are confronted: #he
body is something that we ourselves are. The immediate imperatives of hunger
or thirst, pleasure or pain are not just the body’s imperatives; they are my
imperatives, your irnpf-,ratives;6 Yet there is 2 “more” to me, a “more” to you
than the body, even as that “more” is mediated by means of the body.

Not only is the body individual, but it may be communal or corporare.
When Paul writes to 3‘16 Corinthians, “You are the body of Christ and indi-
vidually members of it” (1 Cor. 12:27), he refers to a body raised up by
Christ for himself within humanity, the “mystical body” through which the
domain of Jesus' body is extended. In that same letter the apostle writes: “I
received from the Lord whart I handed on to you, namely, that the Lord Jesus
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on the night when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, and when he had
given thanks, he broke it and said, “This is my body that is for you™ (1 Cor.
11:23-24). E '

Referents and meanings of body shift easily; where bodies count, race
matters. To speak about race is to court controversy. What is race? Race may
be considered a biological characteristic or physical descriptor—a term for
inherited traits that characterize a group. Race is also illusion, fiction, mod-
ern social construction. The philosophers of Greek antiquity identified race
as an “accidental” quite inessential. Yet race-can and does function in ways
that are all too essential; indeed, race can assuine life-and-death proportions,
particularly when bodies are red or brown or yellow or black. Scaling or eval-
uating the racialized body renders mere observation as judgment and reduces
decision to preference. Those moments stain history and action, liberty and
finitude, culture and religion; they point to a genealogy of the domination
and reduction of human bodies, That process of domination and reduction
is what is meant by racism.

Racism is structural; it goes beyond personal prejudice or even bigotry
to join those feelings or attitudes to the exercise of legitimate power. As
James Boggs, David Theo Goldberg, and Iris Marion Young have argued
persuasively, racism does not rely on the choices or actions of a few isolated
individuals; it is institutionalized. Racism is both an ideology, or biased way
of thinking, and a set of practices. Racism justifies and maintains social
oppression not only through the formulation of specious arguments but
through poisoning human potential for authentic religious, moral, psycho-
logical, and spiritual growth. Racism is idolatry: it spoils the spirit. As such,
it is an insult to Eucharist. qp

You may feel as queasy as I do in situating the words racism and
Eucharist together in the same sentence. These words evoke two opposing
domains of meaning—the one cannot but insinuare sin and evil, the other
divine goodness and grace. While I want to emphasize the structural charac-
ter of racism, precisely because it #s structural it seeps, like an odorless, col-
orless gas, into our institutions even those charged with our human
development and flourishing. There it deforms our ideas, attitudes, disposi-
tions, and practices—even religious ones.

This essay is divided into four sections. The firse reprises the relation of
slavery to Christianity. Their entanglement bears a primary responsibility for
the rebuffs black women and men encounter at the eucharistic table, as we
shall see, even in the twenty-first century. The second section treats two
forms of social oppression spawned by slavery and racism: the objectification
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of black bodies and black personhood and ynching. To uncover the objecti-
Heation of black bodies, we draw on the freed peoples’ memories of slavery.
Although slave narratives, transcriptions of oral interviews conducted years
after Emancipation, present difficulties for scholars, they remain an indis-
pensable source for any history of the enslaved people as told from their per-
spective. These memories contest the “public transcripts” of the slaveholders
and present a critical, even didactic counterdiscourse that recognizes and
defends their humanity, spirituality, subjectivity, and agency. Historian
James McGovern has observed that after 1865 “the American practice of
lynching blacks became a systemic feature of race relations.”” Between 1882
and 1903, 2,060 black men and women were lynched, roughly one person
every other day for 20 years.g In 1892, lynching reached an aﬂ-time&peak at
235.9 Duration and intensity—rnearly 300 years in the English-speaking
colonies and the Republic, in contrast to 136 years of black statutory freedom—
invest slavery and its legacy in lynching with gravitas. Although the enslave-
ment and lynching of black men and women neither exhaust nor
circumscribe African American or ever Afmerican experience, we cannot
ignore the trajectory of maldistributed, transgenerational oppression these
vicious practices have set in motion.

Data from the first and second sections lead to a theological interroga-
tion of the eucharistic community. This third section questions the precari-
ousness of black belonging, the difficulty of incorporating blacks into the
ecclesial body, and thus the structural impediments to the theological recog-
nition of blacks as human persons within American Christianity. This
section gives special artention to the generative, if paradoxical, logos of the
cross, whose shadow falls across the eucharistic table.1? From this analysis,
we may be in the position to say something in the fourth section about sol-
idarity, about what it might mean to be the body of Christ in our present-
day context. :

Slavery and Christianity

Slavery in the United States has murky beginnings; it was the offspring of
greed and indentured servitude. When masters defaulted on time-bound
contracts and attempted to extend their legal hold over men and women,
white and black, it is not surprising that indentured servants rebelled. His-
torians cannot be precise, but semetime around 1640 in colonial America,
slavery came to be associated almost exclusively and exhaustively with black
bodies, and, correspondingly, black bodies came to signify enslavement, to
be slaves.
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housekeepers, nursemaids, weavers, domestic servants, bJacksmiths,
mechanjcs, Carpenters, crafrspersons, and artisang, Slaveholders made
money on thejy human Property by leasing sayes to other whites yh

employments. Other plangers Maintained thy; the Africans were too
“brutish,” (o0 savage for Christiag initiation. Thege “opaque bodies” coylqd
not have been made in the image of God; rather, they were created inferjor,
Natural slayes, 11 A, historian Alber; Raboteay has shown, in order to support
their views, white planters drew on bibJjcy] passages and pucaive theological
arguments as wel] 45 appeals to the Superiority of European culture 1ot
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clergy (both Catholic and Protestant) 4 well as members of Catholic reli-
gious orders of men and women owned slaves.12 A the same time there were
pastors and missionaries who wanted 1o instruct and baptize the enslaved
people and whe defended their share i humanity. In Virginia the religious
establishment often criticized slaveholders for their refusal ¢o have slaves
baptized. And during most of the seventeenth century, Anglican clergy
preached ejther freedom from slavery as 4 by-produce of baptism or the

people might make 4 claim of fellowship and thys threaten the power differ-
ential that sustained the Positions of master and slave. Clerics therefore
attempted to “build 5 wall” between the fotions of equality a5 taught by
Christianity and the master-slave hierarchy.13 15 this endeavor, the Bible

served as a principal tool and was used both to legitimate and ¢o sacralize the
bondage of black bodies. :




