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My narrative of class usually begins in West Philadelphia and in school.  Class for me is bound up with education.  My scholarship existence showed me the privileges to which the upper class in this country had access; my early life without some of those privileges imprinted on me the responsibility that came with the gift.  As old people used to say when I was a kid: You pay the cost to be the boss.  For me, class defines the details of what is a larger spiritual narrative, because in the community from which I came, it was only one’s status as spiritual being—translate how you will, say, a child of God—that trumped all the others.  It was only in such terms, in a determinedly unjust world, that we could know each others as equals. For real.
In O magazine this summer I tried to capture how it felt, because the felt experience, as the Smith College organizers of this series recognize, can sometimes communicate deeply what analysis describes.  Here’s some of that article, amended to speak to today’s topic more specifically:
When I entered kindergarten, my public school had just begun “turning,” we called it. White residents moved to near suburbs ahead of the expanding black tide—us. Stranded in poorer, blackening schools, middle-class white teachers seemed to be asking outright and sideways: “What is wrong with you children? What is wrong with you?”  

We understood that we were not smart or talented enough, neither sufficiently self-disciplined nor as delightful as their old students were.  They told us so. That’s why dear Marlon, one of the sweetest boys in school, had to stand in the back of the room holding his arms straight out until they sagged with fatigue.   



“Get’em up.  Get’em up!  And maybe next time you’ll think twice”—before doing something, I cannot remember what, that any other 7-year-old would do in a heartbeat.  


We’d be OK if we were prodded and pushed and molded.  We needed to have things instilled in us, which was sometimes misspoken as “installed.”  They had to instill/install things in us, as if we were defective engines.

But in 11th grade, I left Philadelphia for New Hampshire, where I attended St. Paul’s School, and where the cost to educate and board each child runs up to seven or eight times the public school per child allotment. [That number includes food and board, of course, but the raw tuition numbers would still run about triple average public school totals.] There, on scholarship, I learned what it felt like to be among children of the upper class: bankers, lawyers, and business people.  We were cherished.  Teachers and administrators said with assurance that we were: just a great bunch of young people.  Within each of us lay something won-derful that teachers were determined to find and help us develop.  We were mar-velous. That’s why they made us re-write and practice and calculate and experiment, and ran us into the ground at sports... Even at our most despicable, when they had to hold up the mirror to reflect back to us the worst of our faults, it was because they knew that we could and would do better next time.


I fell into this extreme educational luxury just as the boy in my ancient Chinese fairy tale book fell underwater into the gorgeous jade palace of the ocean prince.  Later I returned to teach. 

In addition, I stumbled into the “big tent” that is Episcopalian theology. My teachers at St. Paul’s School were willing to engage rather than simply condemn or ignore my adolescent doubt.  In my community of origin I dared not speak my disbelief that Jesus had been resurrected in the flesh, and was, in the strictest sense divine.  At St. Paul’s School they encouraged me:  I had been given my doubting mind for a reason; how could I use it? Besides, they said, God was bigger than my doubt—too big for my worries to diminish.  In this way, I was led years later to the Church of the Advocate, an inner-city Episcopal church that had hosted black power meetings in the 1970s as well as the ordination of the first women priests in the Anglican Communion.  
 
The Advocate lived radical welcome: the artist-designer who wore Black Watch tartan trousers hallooed me with irreverent swearing; the painfully shy heavy-set woman with a salt-and-pepper wig who spoke in formal sentences; white suburbanites who loved the liberation ministry; and our rector Ike Miller, who reminded us weekly that God’s power working among us can do more than we can “ask for or imagine.” 


And when he’d say it, in a deep voice that rolled along the 6-story high ceiling and dropped into to my ear, it was as if I could imagine anything. Writing a book about the Underground Railroad, I saw the characters in that church. I heard them making love; I listened from inside my protagonist’s head as she calculated whether to leave her master, knowing that they’d kept her baby in Virginia as surety.  I knew the story, but it was in that place that I felt it.  With my eyes closed and Eleanor Farmer singing “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord,” I learned the baby left behind was her easy baby.  He was the one who nursed easiest and met life with chubby arms open: the one whom the masters were most likely to sell.  



In the Advocate, among those people, with those gorgeous, buck-wild murals and hand-carved stone faces around me, the top of my head opened to allow images and words to pour through me like light.  Live in fragments no longer.  Thy kingdom come, indeed.  

I worshipped at the Advocate and taught Sunday School there, and 10 years ago founded Art Sanctuary, a non-profit organization that brings amazing black artists, from Nigerian novelist Chinua Achebe to the Cuban Folkloric National Dance company to The Roots hip-hop recording artists, to read, dance, perform, and teach in the inner city.  

I knew that if these North Philly children had been given what I’d had in Concord, NH, they, too, could thrive in America.  Instead they received constant stress and a half-assed education.  No need for me to make it worse with a half-assed spiritual experience…    

As a 17-year-old student at St. Paul’s School, I was afraid of the exclusive education I was receiving.  I was afraid of whom it had excluded.  I was afraid that if I took it in too deeply, it would remake me from the inside out in its own image: that I might “sell out,” that I might internalize a set of values that looked perfectly reasonable and even gracious from the outside, but that I knew contained at a social cellular level the encoded message to keep other people down and out.

Race and class for me, as a black girl, were conflated, as they were meant to be from the start of the American experience in slavery.  Black = unpaid labor.  Color was caste, and given the support of white Christianity.  We were the Children of Ham, marked by God with this darker skin to show others His displeasure.  This explained why blacks were incapable of self-governance, and had to undergo slavery in order to mingle with civilized Christians and one day emerge, evolve as fully human, etc.  The whole scenario is too tiresome to go into in detail, but necessary to restate, three weeks after my own Presiding Bishop has apologized for Episcopal Church’s use of scripture to support slavery, and less than one week before a presidential election in which a black American man is working hard to convince millions of working class white Americans that his platform for working and middle class tax cuts should convince them to vote in their class interest rather than in racial solidarity.  To do this he’s brought out his own hard-working middle-class white grandparents and he’s repeated the phrases that the US pop culture has assigned to working- and middle-class folks: hard-working, family-oriented, determined, can-do, inventive.

 
As opposed to values assigned to the black working class, especially during Reconstruction and best articulated by Sterling Brown in his 1933 article, “Negro Character as Seen by White Authors.”  The seven types Brown mentions in the article included the contented slave—and his foil, the wretched freeman, the tragic mulatto, the brute Negro: cardboard blacks from Reconstruction-era dime novels whose pop culture task was to show that the folks who’d recently been given the franchise had been adequate beasts of burden, but were incapable of full citizenship, because they were naturally lazy, criminal, oversexed, untrustworthy.  Left uncontrolled, they were people to be feared, a threat to democracy.

Brown’s mission as a critic was to rescue authentic black folk literature from American minstrelsy and derision.  America’s dominant culture was trying hard to keep a cheap labor force.  No longer free, but cheap. We did it using a well-oiled myth-making cultural apparatus that took cultural attributes and turned them into inherent, biological, predestined traits.  This country conflated ethnicity and race with class as each new wave of tired and poor hit the shore struggling to make purchase:  Jews, Southern Europeans, Chinese, Caribbeans. 


My expensive education would not teach me this kind of analysis.  It did not teach me the history of labor unions, or colonialism, or America’s efforts to take over Central America in the 19th-century.  It did not teach me that the largest expansion of the middle class had happened just before and during my own lifetime, from the end of World 
War II through the 1980, so-called Reagan revolution, when the tide turned, and working and middle class white Americans, happily began voting for representatives whose policies helped concentrate even more wealth in the top 20% of earners. 


But it did what it was meant to do: it gave me other crucial gifts of wealth and power that have made me thrive as in individual. I’ll name three:

First, 


The education of the upper class taught me to care for my body as if I were descended from people whose bodies were their own precious possessions. Two years at a school in New England changed my actuarial tables.  When I went there I smoked.  When they told me that we’d have to run around the fields or run two miles to the pond and back, I couldn’t believe it.  I knew people who got into their cars and drove or took a bus to go that far. Eventually, I gave up smoking, and changed my habit of exercise.   

Let me emphasize that I am now likely to live longer and better than had I not gone to SPS. Class privilege is first and last, about survival. It’s about life and death: who lives and learns to live and who trains to die.  Gwendolyn Brooks gets us to it in her 1959 poem “We Real Cool:”



We real cool. We



Left school. We




Lurk late. We



Strike straight. We




Sing sin. We



Thin gin. We




Jazz June. We



Die soon.

Second, I left a community where children were being prepared by rough justice for an unjust world and entered one where I learned that the word discipline comes from discipuli, meaning student, and is about learning, not punishment.  If one of the great traumas of my childhood was corporal punishment, SPS discipline committee gave me an alternative that has helped me in the most important disciplines of adulthood, having to do with parenting and business.

Finally, in the confident, world-is-my-oyster atmosphere of St. Paul’s School, I did indeed open up, despite myself, to change.  I learned to understand class not in terms of money, but in terms of autonomy that carries with it the possibility to act when and where I can to change the injustice that made me crazy.  In other words, it was the privilege of luxurious education that made me able to let go my vo-tech approach to work that said: where is there a good, safe job?  I’ll train for it.  I gave up my plan to be a doctor.  For me, medicine was not a calling, but, rather suited a pre-fab checklist: 

· I’d make money;

· my folks would be suitably proud;

· I could help my community; immunize babies, like that.

The rough lessons of want and the luxury of and upper-class education aimed me toward writing, a gorgeous privilege that has kept me sane.  And they also aimed me toward 
building an institution that would allow others to experience the liberation, expression, and discipline that the arts gave me.  Art Sanctuary nurtures and promotes excellence in the arts and education in a neighborhood like the place where I grew up.  I could not have founded it without an education that made me understand how much fine services cost—and that each individual needs, hungers for, and deserves excellence.  Nor could I have founded it without the impetus, from childhood, to see, and, to the best of my ability, work for justice.
