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�����7KRXJK�PDQ\�ZRXOG�OLNH�WR�WKLQN�RWKHUZLVH��VRPHWLPHV�
Christian practices can do more to reinscribe racism than 
disrupt racism. The images in the stained-glass windows 
and Sunday school lessons, the hymns sung and types of  
music played, the sermons preached and scripture read, and 
other liturgical practices can all be, and have been, vehicles 
advancing a theology of  white supremacy, the belief  that 
one race is superior to another. Theologian Dr. Jay Kameron 
&DUWHU�EHOLHYHV�:HVWHUQ�&KULVWLDQLW\�LV�WKH�VXWXULQJ�RI �
white supremacy and Christianity. Saint Ambrose, Raleigh, 
D�KLVWRULFDOO\�EODFN�(SLVFRSDO�FRQJUHJDWLRQ��LV�FRPPLWWHG�
to the “un-suturing” of  white supremacy from Christianity 
through worship and educational practices. 
     The hope is to ensure all see themselves as beloved 
FKLOGUHQ�RI �*RG��:RUVKLS�VSDFHV�VKRXOG�EH�XSOLIWLQJ�DQG�
community-centered, where one feels connected to the 
divine. The truth is many beloved Christian traditions do not 
grant that to people of  color. In examining the traditions of  
Christian practice from the point of  view of  those who have 
UDUHO\�VHHQ�WKHPVHOYHV�UHÁHFWHG�LQ�LPDJHU\��YRFDEXODU\�RU�
music, the goal is not to choose one over the other—or to 
condemn the practices themselves—but rather to show how 
powerful it can be, and how much deeper the meaning of  
those traditions go, when what surrounds Christian practices 
RSHQV�WR�HPEUDFH�DQG�UHÁHFW�HYHU\�FKLOG�RI �*RG�

ICONIC IMAGES
Jesus is the icon of  the invisible God. Colossians 1:15

     The passing of  the peace at Saint Ambrose is an 
extrasensory experience of  smiles, laughter, hugs and 
KDQGVKDNHV��2QH�6XQGD\��,�REVHUYHG�DQ�HLJKW�\HDU�ROG�

Holy Disruption: Worship, Liturgy and Race
By the Rev. Jemonde Taylor

PHPEHU�WDNLQJ�WKH�KDQG�RI �DQRWKHU�HLJKW�\HDU�ROG�ER\�
visiting Saint Ambrose, leading him to the newly installed XII 
Station of  the Cross written in the Ethiopian iconographic 
tradition depicting all characters as Africans. Pointing to the 
LFRQ��WKH�\RXQJ�FKXUFK�PHPEHU�VDLG��´6HH"�-HVXV�ORRNV�MXVW�
OLNH�\RX�µ�%RWK�ER\V�ZHUH�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQV��7KH�HLJKW�
year-old made a profound theological statement. He did not 
VD\��´<RX�ORRN�OLNH�-HVXV�µ�PHDQLQJ�WKH�KXPDQ�ORRNHG�OLNH�
WKH�GLYLQH��+H�VDLG��´-HVXV�ORRNV�MXVW�OLNH�\RX�µ�PHDQLQJ�WKH�
divine imprint was on this young African boy.
     That XII Station of  the Cross in the Ethiopian Orthodox 
Christian tradition hung as the only station in that tradition 
DW�WKDW�WLPH��7KH�RWKHU����VWDWLRQV�ZHUH����\HDUV�ROG�DQG�
lithographs of  stations originally painted by the Italian artist 
*LXVHSSH�9LFHQWLQL��ERUQ�LQ�������-HVXV��LQ�WKRVH�,WDOLDQ�
SDLQWLQJV��KDG�SDOH�VNLQ�DQG�EORQG�KDLU��7KDW�6XQGD\��ERWK�
eight-year-olds passed four other Italian Stations of  the 
Cross to get to the one Ethiopian Station. It was in that 
Station both boys saw the divine in themselves, not Jesus in 
the Vicentini paintings.
�����7KH�MRXUQH\�WR�WKH�(WKLRSLDQ�6WDWLRQV�RI �WKH�&URVV�WRRN�
nearly three years. After one year of  searching unsuccessfully 
online and in stores for ethnically diverse stations, I 
commissioned D.C. Christopher Gosey, an African-American 
icon writer, to write the stations in the Ethiopian tradition. 
7KH\�WRRN�WZR�\HDUV�WR�FRPSOHWH��DQG�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�*RVH\��
Saint Ambrose may be the only church in the world with 
Stations of  the Cross in the Ethiopian iconographic tradition 
since stations are not a part of  Ethiopian spirituality. 
Ethiopia is an example of  what I term Indigenous African 
Christianity, which is Christianity in Africa before European 

The XII Station of the Cross in the Ethiopian Orthodox Christian tradition was long the only station in that tradition to hang in Saint Ambrose. The Most Rev. Michael  
Curry blessed the icons of three African American Episcopal saints, including Blessed Pauli Murray, at the church’s sesquicentennial celebration in December 2018. 
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colonialists and slave traders. The goal is to infuse this into 
the religious experience of  Christians of  African ancestry in 
the diaspora.
     In addition to the Ethiopian Stations, Saint Ambrose 
UHFHLYHG�WKH�JLIW�IURP�WKH�5HY��&DQRQ�'DYLG�:��+ROODQG��
TSSF, of  three icons of  three African American Episcopal 
VDLQWV�ZLWK�FRQQHFWLRQV�WR�6DLQW�$PEURVH��%OHVVHG�$QQD�
-XOLD�&RRSHU��%OHVVHG�+HQU\�%HDUG�'HODQ\�DQG�%OHVVHG�3DXOL�
0XUUD\��6DLQW�$PEURVH�FHOHEUDWHV�WZR�RI �WKH�IHDVW�GD\V�E\�
SURFHVVLQJ�WKH�LFRQV�WR�WKH�EXULDO�VLWHV�RI �%OHVVHG�&RRSHU�
DQG�%OHVVHG�'HODQ\�WR�RIIHU�SUD\HUV��$ORQJ�ZLWK�WKH�LFRQV��
the Saint Ambrose needlepoint ministry, sponsored by the 
(SLVFRSDO�&KXUFK�:RPHQ��LV�PDNLQJ�NQHHOHUV�DQG�SLOORZV�
KLJKOLJKWLQJ�EODFN�VDLQWV�VXFK�DV�6DLQW�$XJXVWLQH�RI �+LSSR��
KLV�PRWKHU��6DLQW�0RQQLFD��%OHVVHG�+HQU\�'HODQ\��%OHVVHG�
$QQD�-XOLD�&RRSHU�DQG�%OHVVHG�3DXOL�0XUUD\��/DVW�EXW�QRW�
least, Christian formation examined the Sunday school 
materials used to educate Saint Ambrose youth, opting to 
abandon a long-held curriculum in order to embrace one  
with more diverse images.

THE BREAKING OF BREAD
We who are many are one body, for we all partake of  the one bread.  

I Corinthians 10:17
�����0\�IULHQG�LV�D�SURIHVVRU�DW�DQ�(SLVFRSDO�VHPLQDU\��6KH�
once told a group, “One day in the chapel, the celebrant used 
EDNHG�&RPPXQLRQ�EUHDG��KDYLQJ�PDQ\�VKDGHV�RI �EURZQ�
DQG�EODFN��,�UHDOL]HG�LW�ZDV�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH�,�VDZ�P\VHOI �LQ�WKH�
EUHDNLQJ�RI �WKH�EUHDG�µ�+HU�FRPPHQW�PDGH�D�SURIRXQG�
LPSDFW�RQ�PH��,Q�������,�VSRNH�ZLWK�RXU�DOWDU�JXLOG�DERXW�
using whole wheat Communion bread instead of  bleached 
white hosts. I felt disconnected placing bleached white bread 
LQWR�EODFN�KDQGV��

THE POWER OF WORDS
The word is very near you. Deuteronomy 30:14

�����:RUGV�DUH�H[WUHPHO\�LPSRUWDQW�IRU�ZKDW�WKH\�
FRPPXQLFDWH�H[SOLFLWO\�DQG�LPSOLFLWO\��$�VFHQH�IURP�6SLNH�
/HH·V������PRYLH�Malcolm X powerfully illustrates this. 
%URWKHU�%DLQHV�WDNHV�0DOFROP�WR�WKH�OLEUDU\�WR�ORRN�DW�
FRPSRXQG�ZRUGV�XVLQJ�EODFN�DQG�ZKLWH��$OO�RI �WKH�ZRUGV�
FRQWDLQLQJ�EODFN�DUH�QHJDWLYH��EODFN�VKHHS��EODFNPDLO��
EODFNEDOO�DQG�EODFNJXDUG��7KH�ZRUGV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�ZKLWH�DUH�
SRVLWLYH��ZKLWHZDVK��ZKLWH�PDJLF��ZKLWH�NQLJKW�DQG�ZKLWH�OLH��
�����%LEOLFDO�GXDOLVWLF�ODQJXDJH�RI �OLJKW�DQG�GDUN�ZDV�D�
convenient vehicle for mapping race. Light is white is 
(XURSHDQ�LV�JRRG��'DUN�LV�EODFN�LV�$IULFDQ�LV�EDG��(YHQ�
WKRXJK�WKHUH�DUH�SRVLWLYH�LPDJHV�RI �GDUNQHVV�LQ�VFULSWXUH��
rarely do parishioners hear them. The Ten Commandments 
IRXQG�LQ�([RGXV����DUH�UHDG�WZLFH�LQ�WKH�WKUHH�\HDU�OHFWLRQDU\�
cycle. Though nearly every other verse is read, both readings 
H[FOXGH�([RGXV��������´7KHQ�WKH�SHRSOH�VWRRG�DW�D�GLVWDQFH��
ZKLOH�0RVHV�GUHZ�QHDU�WR�WKH�WKLFN�GDUNQHVV�ZKHUH�*RG�

was.” Someone who faithfully attends worship will never 
KHDU�WKDW�VFULSWXUH�JLYLQJ�D�SRVLWLYH�LPDJH�RI �GDUNQHVV��VR�,�
SUHDFK�VHUPRQV�XVLQJ�SRVLWLYH�LPDJHV�RI �GDUNQHVV�IRXQG�LQ�
WKH�SUD\HU�ERRN��VXFK�DV�WKH�&ROOHFW�IRU�&KULVWPDV�'D\��DQG�
writings by Eastern Orthodox theologians that have positive 
LPDJHV�RI �*RG�DQG�GDUNQHVV�

LIFT EVERY VOICE AND SING
Sing to the Lord a new song. Psalm 96:1

�����7KH�5HY��$UWKXU�0\URQ�&RFKUDQ�ZDV�ERWK�UHFWRU�DW�
6DLQW�$PEURVH�DQG�GLUHFWRU�RI �PXVLF�DW�6DLQW�$XJXVWLQH·V�
8QLYHUVLW\�IURP������������,�FDOO�KLP�WKH�´4XLQF\�-RQHV�
RI �WKH�HDUO\�����V�µ�,Q�������KH�FRPSRVHG�DQ�(SLVFRSDO�
service music setting based on Negro Spirituals titled, “A 
&RPPXQLRQ�6HUYLFH�LQ�WKH�.H\�RI �)�µ�0XVLF�KLVWRULDQV�
credit him with helping revitalize the worship experience for 
$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQV��,Q�������6DLQW�$PEURVH�FRPPLVVLRQHG�
WKH�5HY��:LOOLDP�%UDGOH\�5REHUWV��PXVLF�SURIHVVRU�DW�
Virginia Theological Seminary, to update the text to language 
FRQVLVWHQW�ZLWK�WKH������3UD\HU�%RRN�ZKLOH�PDLQWDLQLQJ�WKH�
spirit of  the music. Saint Ambrose uses this as the principal 
VHUYLFH�PXVLF�VHWWLQJ��,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�WKH�&RFKUDQ�0DVV��6DLQW�
$PEURVH�KLVWRULFDOO\�KDV�WKH�-D]]�0DVV��D�VHUYLFH�LQIXVLQJ�
jazz with hymns and songs in the worship context.
     Saint Ambrose also critically examines hymns, and the 
congregation has a banned hymn list. First on that list is a 
K\PQ�EHORYHG�LQ�(SLVFRSDO�FRQJUHJDWLRQV��´,�:DQW�WR�:DON�
DV�D�&KLOG�RI �WKH�/LJKW�µ������LQ�WKH�+\PQDO������ with 
the refrain��´,Q�KLP�WKHUH�LV�QR�GDUNQHVV�DW�DOO�µ�The refrain 
FRPHV�GLUHFWO\�IURP�,�-RKQ������+RZHYHU��WKH�XQLQWHQGHG�
consequence is the refrain plays into the language of  biblical 
LPDJHU\�RI �OLJKW�DQG�GDUN�PDSSLQJ�WR�ZKLWH�DQG�EODFN�IRU�
race. It is not possible to square that hymn with Exodus 
������GHVFULELQJ�*RG�GZHOOLQJ�LQ�GDUNQHVV��Another song 
RQ�WKH�OLVW�LV�SRSXODU�LQ�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�FKXUFKHV��´:KDW�
&DQ�:DVK�$ZD\�0\�
Sin?” The refrain has 
the line, “O precious 
LV�WKDW�ÁRZ��WKDW�
PDNHV�PH�ZKLWH�DV�
snow.” Imagine what 
LV�LW�OLNH�IRU�D�FKXUFK�
RI �ZRUVKLSLQJ�EODFN�
people to sing about 
being made “white 
as snow.” Instead of  
the aforementioned 
hymn, Saint Ambrose 
explores singing 
K\PQV�WKDW�DIÀUP�
GDUNQHVV��VXFK�DV������
LQ�WKH�+\PQDO������
based on Psalm 139. 
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$QRWKHU�DIÀUPLQJ�K\PQ�LV�E\�%ULDQ�:UHQ��´-R\IXO�LV�
WKH�'DUN�µ

BAPTISM
Marked as Christ’s own for ever. Amen.  
Baptism Service from Prayer Book, 308

�����,�EDSWL]HG�P\�ÀUVW�EODFN�SHUVRQ�DIWHU�DUULYLQJ�DW�
Saint Ambrose, three years into my ordained ministry. 
,�UHPHPEHU�EDSWL]LQJ�KLP�RQ�$OO�6DLQWV·�6XQGD\�
LQ�������,�KHOG�WKLV�GDUN�EURZQ�LQIDQW�LQ�P\�DUPV��
wearing the baptism gown his great grandmother 
made. After pouring water three times over him, I 
placed my thumb on his forehead with chrismation 
oil, saying, “You are sealed by the Holy Spirit in 
%DSWLVP��DQG�PDUNHG�DV�&KULVW·V�RZQ�IRUHYHU��$PHQ�µ
�����7KH�ZRUG�´PDUNHGµ�FDUULHV�KHDY\�EDJJDJH�
IRU�SHUVRQV�RI �$IULFDQ�DQFHVWU\�LQ�WKH�:HVWHUQ�
+HPLVSKHUH��'XULQJ�VODYHU\��VODYH�RZQHUV�PDUNHG�
or branded enslaved Africans, showing ownership. Some 
American religious leaders in the 19th century, including 
Episcopal bishops, pointed that Africans bore the “Curse 
RU�0DUN�RI �+DP�µ�7KLV�PDUN�ZDV�WKH�´GDUN�VNLQ�DQG�ZLGH�
nose.” Those espousing that doctrine used Genesis 9 as the 
EDVLV�IRU�WKHLU�EHOLHI��DQG�RWKHUV�DV�WKH�MXVWLÀFDWLRQ�RI �UDFLVP�
DQG�WKH�HQVODYHPHQW�RI �$IULFDQV��(YHQ�WRGD\��EODFN�SHRSOH�LQ�
WKH�$PHULFDQ�FRQWH[W�DUH�PDUNHG�VXEMHFWV��YLFWLPV�RI �UDFLDO�
SURÀOLQJ�DQG�JXQ�YLROHQFH��,Q�WKH�EODFN�SHUVRQ·V�SV\FKH��
PDUNHG�LV�D�ORDGHG�WHUP�
     Yet in the context of  baptism and chrismation, death and 
GHVWUXFWLRQ�DUH�EURXJKW�LQWR�QHZ�OLIH��7KH�ZRUG�´PDUNHG�µ�
which in prior and current times meant slavery, cursed, 
without soul and death, in the context of  baptism becomes 
WKH�SURPLVH�WKDW�*RG�PDUNV�XV�DV�*RG·V�RZQ��
�����,Q�RUGHU�WR�SXQFWXDWH�VLJQV�RI �*RG·V�DEXQGDQW�JUDFH�DQG�
ORYH��WKH�FOHUJ\�EDSWL]H�EDELHV�QDNHG��VXEPHUJLQJ�WKHP�LQ�D�
���JDOORQ�EDSWLVPDO�IRQW��)RU�FKULVWPDWLRQ��WKH�FOHUJ\�DQRLQWV�
the infant with at least four cups of  holy oil. The parents rub 
WKH�RLO�RYHU�WKH�LQIDQW·V�HQWLUH�ERG\�IRU�DOO�WR�VHH�KRO\�RLO�RQ�
EODFN�ERGLHV��7KH�DURPD�RI �WKH�RLO�ÀOOV�WKH�ZRUVKLS�VSDFH�
 
WORSHIP

Worship the LORD in the beauty of  holiness. Psalm 96:6
�����:RUVKLS�LV�FHQWUDO�WR�WKH�&KULVWLDQ·V�OLIH��DQG�OLWXUJLFDO�
practices can be disrupters to the legacy of  white supremacy, 
LQVWHDG�UHDIÀUPLQJ�RXU�FRQQHFWLRQ�WR�WKH�GLYLQH��6XQGD\�
RI �WKH�3DVVLRQ��3DOP�6XQGD\�ODXQFKHV�+RO\�:HHN�DW�6DLQW�
Ambrose with a procession through the neighborhood with 
D�PDPPRWK�GRQNH\��(WKLRSLDQ�XPEUHOODV�FRYHULQJ�VRPHRQH�
KROGLQJ�WKH�%OHVVHG�6DFUDPHQW��SURFHVVLRQ�RI �DQ�(WKLRSLDQ�
icon of  the Triumphal Entry, Ethiopian processional crosses 
and a New Orleans big band playing “Ride on King Jesus.” 
7KH�:HGQHVGD\�QLJKW�7HQHEUDH�VHUYLFH�LV�DQ�LQYLWDWLRQ�
LQWR�WKH�GDUNQHVV��7KH�*RRG�)ULGD\�6WDWLRQV�RI �WKH�&URVV�

integrates the singing of  Negro Spirituals between the 
Stations. Throughout the rest of  the liturgical year, Saint 
Ambrose has an Epiphany service of  Lessons and Spirituals, 
DQ�(WKLRSLDQ�(YHQVRQJ��DQG�%OHVVHG�0DUWLQ�/XWKHU�.LQJ��-U��
DQG�%OHVVHG�$EVDORP�-RQHV�6XQGD\V��DQG�ZH�KDYH�DQ�DFWLYH�
liturgical dance ministry. 
     The congregation worships outside on several occasions. 
2QH�LV�D�+RO\�(XFKDULVW�DW�3XOOHQ�3DUN�XQGHU�DQ�RDN�
WUHH��DFNQRZOHGJLQJ�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�PDQ\�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�
churches began outside, worshiping under hush harbors 
DQG�EUXVK�DUERUV��:H�ZRUVKLS�DQQXDOO\�RQ�1RUWK�7RSVDLO�
%HDFK��WKH�ORFDWLRQ�RI �WKH�IRUPHU�(SLVFRSDO�&RORUHG�5HWUHDW�
Camp, one of  the few beaches where African Americans 
could own property during segregation. Other worship 
VHUYLFHV�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�\HDU�KRQRU�RXU�FKXUFK·V�PHPEHUV��
contributions and legacy.
     One parishioner recently said, “The way Jesus is depicted 
DW�6DLQW�$PEURVH�PDNHV�-HVXV�UHODWDEOH�WR�PH�DV�D�EODFN�
woman and deepens my personal relationship with God.” 
     Saint Ambrose strives to disrupt the legacy of  racism 
and white supremacy present when churches gather to 
worship, and it is something every congregation can do. 
Unexamined and misunderstood church practices can do 
PRUH�WR�UHLQIRUFH�UDFLVP�WKDQ�GLVUXSW�LW��:H�QHHG�GLVUXSWLYH�
preaching, teaching, hymns, images and liturgical practices. 
:H�DUH�DOO�*RG·V�FKLOGUHQ��DQG�LQ�HQVXULQJ�&KULVWLDQ�SUDFWLFHV�
UHÁHFW�HYHU\�RQH�RI �XV��WKH�JRDO�LV�WR�KHOS�OHDG�DOO�&KULVWLDQV�
into a deeper and more authentic experience of  God through 
Jesus Christ. 

The Rev. Jemonde Taylor is the rector of Saint Ambrose, Raleigh, and 
D�PHPEHU�RI�D�ÀYH�SHUVRQ�JURXS�UHFHQWO\�DZDUGHG�D����������JUDQW�
IURP�WKH�+HQU\�/XFH�)RXQGDWLRQ�WR�GR�D�ÀOP�DQG�PXOWLPHGLD�SURMHFW�RQ�
JHQWULÀFDWLRQ��UDFH�DQG�WKHRORJLFDO�HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�SUDFWLFH��&RQWDFW�KLP�
DW�MWD\ORU#VWDPEURVHUDOHLJK�RUJ�

The Palm Sunday processional at Saint Ambrose includes Ethiopian umbrellas 
covering someone holding the Blessed Sacrament, procession of an Ethiopian 
icon of the Triumphal Entry and Ethiopian processional crosses. Photos courtesy 
of Saint Ambrose, Raleigh


