
Asheville Citizen-Times - 05/27/2023 Page : C01

May 27, 2023 9:13 am (GMT -4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Asheville Citizen Times | SATURDAY, MAY 27, 2023 | 1C

WARREN, R.I. – A nearly 150-year-old stained-glass church window that

depicts a dark-skinned Jesus Christ interacting with women in New Testa-

ment scenes has stirred up questions about race, Rhode Island’s role in the

slave trade and the place of women in 19th-century New England society. h

The window installed at the long-closed St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in

Warren in 1878 is the oldest known public example of stained glass on

which Christ is depicted as a person of color that one expert has seen. h

“This window is unique and highly unusual,” said Virginia Raguin, a profes-

sor of humanities emerita at the College of the Holy Cross in Worcester,

Massachusetts, and an expert on the history of stained-glass art. “I have

never seen this iconography for that time.”

LOOK
CLOSER
Stained glass window stirs questions

about race and gender

A detail of a nearly 150-year-old stained-glass window depicts 
Christ speaking to a Samaritan woman. AP

See WINDOW, Page 2C
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In his book, “Nature’s God: The He-
retical Origins of the American Repub-
lic,” Matthew Stewart presents a power-
ful historical balance to the mythology
espoused by Christian Nationalists.
While many claim the founders were
conservative Christians who set out to
establish a “Christian Nation,” it seems
abundantly clear from the Preamble to
the Constitution and throughout our

founding documents, they intended no
such thing. “We the People” in no way
implies “We the Christians.” 

“Nature’s God” introduces us to Eth-
an Allen’s “Oracles of Reason,” his acer-
bic attack on the power of the clergy.
The leader of Vermont’s Green Moun-
tain Boys, he was not only a hero but a
heretic, a deist, an infidel. Then we hear
of Dr. Thomas Young, who, because of
his unorthodox beliefs, was considered
a rebel against two Sovereigns: the King
and God. Then of course we meet up
with the two Toms — Jefferson and
Paine, both expressing their dislike for
those who use religious faith to enact
“tyranny over the mind of man” (see Jef-
ferson’s letter to Benjamin Rush, Sep-

tember 1800). The other Tom was a ma-
jor pain in the backside of many ortho-
dox believers, challenging “human in-
ventions and priestcraft” while calling
for two revolutions: first in government,
then in religion. 

Who or what is “Nature’s God”?
Stewart refers to the pre-revolutionary
view that there is a “Religion of Nature’s
God” and this could, in some minds,
suggest a pantheistic worldview. “Pan-
theism is better understood as the idea
that God and nature are two ways of
talking about the same thing, and in this
sense it is the core religious sensibility
of the Enlightenment …” John Locke,
Baruch Spinoza, Ben Franklin, Ethan Al-
len and other rationalists seemed to

agree with the Apostle Paul when he
spoke to philosophers in Athens, de-
scribing God as one “in whom we live,
move, and have our being” (Acts 17:28).
If we are a part of nature we can never
be separate. If the divine is intimately
intermingled with the natural cosmos,
we cannot disconnect from either. This
is not the traditional Christian view-
point, yet seems to be integrated in the
mindset of the revolutionary heretics
who ignited the vision of the new na-
tion. 

It’s true that some founders were
preparing the way for religion, but what
form of religion? Stewart argues: Amer-

A revolution with revolutionary religion

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 2C
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I have always been fascinated by the
accounts of Jesus physically leaving
this earth and disappearing in the
clouds. Where did he really go? And how
far did he go from us? Maybe I am ask-
ing, “Where is heaven, the place that
scripture tells us that Jesus went and
sat down with his Father?” Of course, in
the eternal scheme of things, these
questions and the answers that follow
do not really matter. However, they are
interesting to think about!

Clouds can tell us so much about cur-
rent weather conditions, as well as the
conditions in the upcoming hours. They
can tell us what is coming: rain, snow,
storms or fair weather. Leah, our daugh-
ter, has always been captivated by
clouds, even as a small girl. I remember
how she would look for the shapes of
animals and other figures in the cloud.
Now our grandchildren have the same
fascination using their imaginations to
see what others may miss!

It is interesting to me that Luke told
us about the cloud that received Jesus
as he ascended. I can imagine that this
special cloud was one of those large,
white, cumulus clouds reaching up in

the sky as far as you could see! What an
amazing event! So, we continue to re-
member and celebrate the physical de-
parture of Jesus from Earth. 

If we choose to follow the church cal-
endar, we would have recently observed
Ascension Sunday, the celebration of
the day when Jesus physically left this
Earth, and as Luke tells us in Acts 1:9, “…
a cloud took him out of their sight.”
(CEB) The Ascension story is also given
to us in Luke 24:44-53, and very briefly
in Mark 16:19. Each of these accounts
record instructions given to his disci-
ples before he ascended. There are also
indications that these instructions were
carried out after the event.

I am reminded of the few times when
my wife, Debbie, and I would leave our
high school-aged children for a brief pe-
riod of time with instructions about
what to do while we were gone. We
would also tell them that we would be in
touch to check on how things were go-
ing, and we would be back soon. Our in-
structions may not have been clear to
them, or they may not always have been
carried out exactly, but we made sure
that we always stayed in touch to en-
courage and clarify.

Jesus left some last-minute instruc-
tions for his disciples before he left the
Earth. Luke says that Jesus spoke to
them over a period of 40 days about his
kingdom. He even ate with them, indi-

cating that his “glorified” body could
process food. Some of the conversation
around the dinner table was about the
disciples staying in Jerusalem and wait-
ing for the gift of the Holy Spirit that God
the Father had promised. 

Jesus wanted them to stay in one
place together as they received this nec-
essary gift. Luke writes Jesus’ words in
Acts 1:8, “But you will receive power
when the Holy Spirit has come upon
you; and you will be my witnesses in Je-
rusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and
to the ends of the earth.” (CEB) Here Je-
sus is referring to the transforming pow-
er of his Spirit, who came into the lives
of the disciples at Pentecost. This power
gave each of those disciples the unstop-
pable desire to tell others about the life-
changing work of Jesus’ Spirit when al-
lowed to take control of one’s self.

With our finite human minds, we
may not be able to grasp the “place”
called heaven, or even imagine where
Jesus is, physically, at this moment.
However, we can know that he has sent
his Spirit to fill our lives and our being
with his presence; to guide, comfort,
convict, while revealing to us the very
nature of God, moving us toward an in-
timate relationship with Jesus.

We know that Jesus left the glory of
heaven to become one of us and having
completed his mission of atonement on
the cross, he went back to heaven as our

Advocate. John Wesley, the founder of
the Methodist Movement, taught that
there were three necessary and crucial
points that bring the earthly work of Je-
sus to a conclusion.

First, the ascension itself indicates
that Jesus, not only in spirit but also in
body, left finite time and space to enter
into the presence of God. He returned to
the Father to establish and claim his
right to govern over all things on heaven
and Earth. There, Jesus’ heavenly mis-
sion was begun. 

Secondly, Jesus ascended to sit at the
right hand of God on a heavenly throne
waiting for his enemies to be defeated
and his creatures and creation to be
made perfect as they were in the begin-
ning. Thirdly, Jesus entered into an in-
tercessory ministry for humanity, one
who speaks to God for us in our defense,
knowing that our prayers will be heard,
and praying that one day we will be with
him.

So we see that we were not left alone.
We have an unshakeable connection
with Jesus who said that he would never
leave us. That is the promise that we
must claim as today’s disciples, even as
we read, “… a cloud took him out of their
sight.”

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, retired Methodist min-
ister. Reach him at tim.mccon-
nell915@gmail.com.

Jesus didn’t leave. His Spirit is always with us.

Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

ica’s founders did wish to promote reli-
gion — but not any and every kind of it
that might be drawn [from the history of
religion].” Secular citizens, and many
believers, might be surprised, even a bit
uncomfortable, with the notion that the
founders sought a “reformation and
containment of popular religion.” They
weren’t about to carry forward the old
religions of the Old World. They were in-
terested in a new experiment. What if a
practice of faith was more about “doing
good rather than believing rightly,”
something that “builds the bonds of
community,” giving room for a wide di-

versity of beliefs? “In short, they want-
ed to bestow upon America the bless-
ings of popular deism, or that variety of
religion that translates into [a freethink-
ing philosophy] on which the modern
liberal state rests.” 

The Preamble itself asserts “the
blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our
posterity.” Not the blessings of faith,
theology, scriptures or church member-
ship, but liberty. They were ordaining
and establishing an open path to free-
dom of conscience and corporate re-
sponsibility. A state constructed on a
foundation of freedom, guided by “Na-
ture’s God” — natural creative forces ac-
tive in human society — is indeed quite
radical and revolutionary. Though not
Christian, it makes room for Christian
beliefs. Though not establishing any

single sectarian faith, it opens the way
for all faiths to flourish freely alongside
other Americans who choose not to be-
lieve.

If there is anything like an American
religion, Stewart suggests it is most like-
ly “popular deism” — one religion “un-
der nature.” Not beholden to any one
sect, it outlines the contours of the na-
tional religious landscape. The common
expression of religion as personal “spiri-
tuality” leaves any distinct definition of
the divine up to each individual. The
church doesn’t hold the power and au-
thority any longer to direct the lives of
citizens in a pluralistic secular culture.
As it stands, the kind of secular map laid
out by the founders of the republic may
be the most effective guidance for
healthy, sustainable religion — faith

with a future.
Stewart lays out the positive charac-

teristics, the ethical principles, of our
modern “secular religion”: “It shows us
how to find meaning and purpose in our
short lives, it teaches us the importance
of doing right by our fellow human be-
ings, and it relieves us of all those false
religions through which the mind en-
slaves itself.” Freedom of thought leads
to a free society.

Revolutionary religion is as experi-
mental as the republic itself. 

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev.
Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books
and blogs are presented on “Friendly
Freethinker” (www.chighland.com).

Highland
Continued from Page 1C

The 12-foot tall, 5-foot wide (3.7 me-
ters by 1.5 meters) window depicts two
biblical passages in which women, also
painted with dark skin, appear as
equals to Christ. One shows Christ in
conversation with Martha and Mary,
the sisters of Lazarus, from the Gospel
of Luke. The other shows Christ speak-
ing to the Samaritan woman at the well
from the Gospel of John.

The window made by the Henry E.
Sharp studio in New York had largely
been forgotten until a few years ago
when Hadley Arnold and her family
bought the 4,000-square-foot (371-
square-meter) Greek Revival church
building, which opened in 1830 and
closed in 2010, to convert into their
home.

When four stained-glass windows
were removed in 2020 to be replaced
with clear glass, Arnold took a closer
look. It was a cold winter’s day with the
sunlight shining at just the right angle
and she was stunned by what she saw in
one of them: The human figures had
dark skin.

“The skin tones were nothing like the
white Christ you usually see,” said Ar-
nold, who teaches architectural design
in California after growing up in Rhode
Island and earning an art history degree
from Harvard University.

The window has now been scruti-
nized by scholars, historians and ex-
perts trying to determine the motiva-
tions of the artist, the church and the
woman who commissioned the window
in memory of her two aunts, both of
whom married into families that had
been involved in the slave trade.

“Is this repudiation? Is this congrat-
ulations? Is this a secret sign?” Arnold
asked.

Raguin and other experts confirmed
that the skin tones – in black and brown
paint on milky white glass that was fired
in an oven to set the image – were origi-
nal and deliberate. The piece shows
some signs of aging but remains in very
good condition, she said.

But does it depict a Black Jesus? Ar-
nold doesn’t feel comfortable using that
term, preferring to say it depicts Christ

as a person of color, probably Middle
Eastern, which she says would make
sense, given where the Galilean Jewish
preacher was from.

Others think it’s open to interpreta-
tion.

“To me, being of African American
and Native American heritage, I think
that it could represent both people,” said
Linda A’Vant-Deishinni, the former exec-
utive director of the Rhode Island Black
Heritage Society. She now runs the Ro-
man Catholic Diocese of Providence’s St.
Martin de Porres Center, which provides
services to older residents.

“The first time I saw it, it just kind of
just blew me away,” A’Vant-Deishinni
said. 

Victoria Johnson, a retired educator
who was the first Black woman named
principal of a Rhode Island high school,
thinks the figures in the glass are most
certainly Black.

“When I see it, I see Black,” she said.
“It was created in an era when at a white

church in the North, the only people of
color they knew were Black.”

Warren’s economy had been based on
the building and outfitting of ships, some
used in the slave trade, according to the
town history. And although there are rec-
ords of enslaved people in town before
the Civil War, the racial makeup of St.
Mark’s was likely mostly, if not all, white.

The window was commissioned by a
Mary P. Carr in honor of two women, ap-
parently her late aunts, whose names
appear on the glass, Arnold said. Mrs. H.
Gibbs and Mrs. R. B. DeWolf were sis-
ters, and both married into families in-
volved in the slave trade. The DeWolf
family made a fortune as one of the na-
tion’s leading slave-trading families;
Gibbs married a sea captain who
worked for the DeWolfs.

Both women had been listed as do-
nors to the American Colonization Soci-
ety, founded to support the migration of
freed slaves to Liberia in Africa. The
controversial effort was overwhelming-

ly rejected by Black people in America,
leading many former supporters to be-
come abolitionists instead. DeWolf also
left money in her will to found another
church in accord with egalitarian princi-
ples, according to the research.

Another clue is the timing, Arnold
said. The window was commissioned at
a critical juncture of U.S. history when
supporters of Republican Rutherford B.
Hayes and their Southern Democrat op-
ponents agreed to settle the 1876 presi-
dential election with what is known as
the Compromise of 1877, which essen-
tially ended Reconstruction-era efforts
to grant and protect the legal rights of
formerly enslaved Black people. 

What was Carr trying to say about
Gibbs’ and DeWolf ’s links to slavery?

“We don’t know, but it would appear
that she is honoring people of con-
science however imperfect their actions
or their effectiveness may have been,”
Arnold said. “I don’t think it would be
there otherwise.”

The window also is remarkable be-
cause it shows Christ interacting with
woman as equals, Raguin said: “Both
stories were selected to profile equality.”

For now, the window remains
propped upright in a wooden frame
where pews once stood. College classes
have come to see it, and on one recent
spring afternoon there was a visit from a
diverse group of eighth graders from
The Nativity School in Worcester, a Je-
suit boys’ school.

The boys learned about the window’s
history and significance from Raguin.

“When I first brought this up to them
in religion class, it was the first time the
kids had ever heard of something like
this and they were genuinely curious as
to what that was all about, why it mat-
tered, why it existed,” religion teacher
Bryan Montenegro said.

“I thought that it would be very valu-
able to come and see it, and be so close
to it, and really feel the diversity and in-
clusion that was so different for that
time.”

Arnold hopes to find a museum, col-
lege or other institution that can pre-
serve and display the window for aca-
demic study and public appreciation. 

“I think this belongs in the public
trust,” she said. “I don’t believe that it
was ever intended to be a privately
owned object.”

Window
Continued from Page 1C

Holy Cross professor and stained-glass expert Virginia Raguin speaks to a group
of middle school students while standing near a nearly 150-year-old
stained-glass window that depicts Christ speaking to a Samaritan woman in the
now-closed St. Mark’s Episcopal church in Warren, R.I. AP


