
The Borrowed Robes of Scripture 

 
How the Lie Learned to Speak in the Voice of God 

The statute gave the lie its teeth. But even a law can be repealed. A parliament that wrote 

a thing can vote to unwrite it. A court that upheld a cruelty can, in a later season, strike it 

down. Law is powerful, but it is also mortal - bound to the shifting will of those who hold 

the pen. And the makers of rank understood this. They had measured the human, filed the 

human, and hunted the human who stepped outside the box. Now they reached for the 

one sanction that could place their fiction beyond the reach of any repeal. 

This is where the collection arrives at the pulpit. 

Measurement claimed the lie was true. Classification claimed it was orderly. Law 

claimed it was binding. But scripture, borrowed and bent, claimed something far more 

dangerous: that the lie was eternal - woven into creation itself, spoken by God before the 

first human drew breath, and therefore beyond the authority of any mortal to question. To 

wrap a cruelty in the robes of the sacred is to lift it out of history altogether. It no longer 

answers to reason, because it has become faith. It no longer answers to justice, because it 

has become divine will. This was the lie's final and most cunning maneuver: to make 

itself feel not merely lawful, but holy. 

The Mechanism: When Cruelty Seeks a Blessing 

There is something in the human heart that longs to believe its cause is righteous. We do 

not easily carry the weight of knowing we have done wrong. And so, when a people 

commit a great injustice and profit from it, they rarely say to themselves, this is evil, and 

we do it anyway. They say instead, this is permitted. This is ordained. This is, in some 

way, we need not examine too closely, good. 



The blessing is the balm that quiets the conscience. 

This is the deep function of borrowed theology. It did not create the desire to dominate - 

that desire came first, hungry and unadorned. What theology offered was absolution. It let 

the enslaver rise on Sunday, sit in the pew, and hear that the order he profited from was 

the order God intended. It transformed a brutal economic arrangement into a sacred duty, 

and it did so with the calm authority of the sermon, the hymn, and the holy book held 

aloft. A whip needs no justification to wound. But a whip wielded by a man who believes 

himself to be doing God’s work becomes something far more terrible - a cruelty that 

sleeps soundly, because it has been told it is righteous. 

That is the quiet horror at the center of this essay. The most durable evils are not the ones 

that know themselves to be evil. They are the ones that have been convinced they are 

good. 

The Function: The Curse That Was Never There 

Consider the strange and terrible career of a single passage. 

In the ninth chapter of Genesis, there is a brief and troubling story. Noah, having planted 

a vineyard and grown drunk on its wine, lies uncovered in his tent. His son Ham sees him 

in this state. When Noah wakes and learns what has happened, he pronounces a curse - 

not upon Ham, but upon Ham’s son, Canaan, condemning him to servitude among his 

brothers. It is a small, dark fragment of an ancient text, and on its face it says nothing 

whatever about the color of anyone’s skin. 

Read that plainly, because it is the hinge of this essay. The curse was never there. The 

text names no race. It marks no complexion. It sorts no continent into servitude. 

Everything that was later drawn from this passage - the sweeping claim that an entire 

branch of humanity had been divinely condemned to bondage - was added by those who 

needed it added. They came to the text already certain of their conclusion, and they 

mined the ancient words for a sanction that the words themselves had never offered. The 

passage did not teach them the lie. They taught the lie to the passage. 

This is the same reversal we have traced from the very first essay of this turn. The 

measurers did not find rank in the skull; they placed it there and called it discovery. The 

classifiers did not find kinds in humanity; they built the boxes first and swept the living 

in. And now the theologians did not find a curse in scripture; they arrived with the curse 

already in hand and dressed it in the borrowed robes of the sacred. In every case, the 

conclusion came first, and the evidence was summoned afterward to serve it. Only the 

costume changed - from the caliper, to the chart, to the statute, to the scripture. The lie 

beneath them all remained the same. 

David Whitford has traced with patient care how this reading of the curse of Ham was 

assembled and pressed into service across the centuries - how a passage that named no 

race was slowly, deliberately made to justify the enslavement of millions. What his work 

reveals is not a single misreading but a long labor of construction: generations of 

interpreters adding, refining, and hardening a fiction until it felt as old as the text it clung 

to. The curse was not discovered in Genesis. It was manufactured in the reading of 



Genesis, and then insisted upon until the manufacture was forgotten and only the 

appearance of ancient truth remained. 

The Makers: The Pulpits That Blessed the Chain 

It would be a comfort to imagine this theology as the work of a few fringe preachers, 

shouting from the margins of the faith. It was not. It stood at the center. It was preached 

from respectable pulpits, printed in respectable pamphlets, and defended by men 

regarded, in their own day, as guardians of the faith and pillars of their communities. 

So let us refuse the comfort and name the machinery. 

Across the American South, entire denominations bent themselves to the defense of 

slavery, and their most learned voices built what they called a biblical case for human 

bondage. Ministers of real standing - men whose sermons were sought, whose words 

carried weight, whose reputations lent their claims the authority of settled truth - argued 

from the pulpit that slavery was sanctioned by God, ordered by scripture, and woven into 

the divine plan for the world. They were not cranks. They were the establishment. And 

that respectability was precisely the point: the lie did not need a heretic in the shadows. It 

needed a reverend in the pulpit, sincere and eloquent, whose faith lent the chain the 

weight of holy writ. 

The institutions themselves took sides. When the great churches of a nation split apart 

over slavery - dividing into northern and southern bodies, each claiming scripture for its 

cause - the rupture revealed something that could not afterward be hidden: that religion, 

the very thing that claimed to speak for the eternal, could be marshaled with equal fervor 

to bless a cruelty or to condemn it. The same holy book was read from both sides of the 

divide. The difference lay not in the text but in what its readers had already decided to 

need from it. 

And the theology reached beyond the plantation, into the vast machinery of empire. 

Willie James Jennings has shown how the Christian imagination itself was reshaped in 

the age of conquest and colony - how a faith that might have proclaimed the kinship of all 

people was instead bent to underwrite their ranking, teaching Europe to see itself as the 

measure of the human and all others as lesser, distant, and in need of dominion. The 

distortion ran deep, down into the very way the faithful were taught to imagine 

belonging, land, and neighbor. What was borrowed was not merely a passage here or a 

verse there. It was the whole moral vocabulary of the sacred, seized and turned against 

the very people it might have sheltered. 

Name them, then: the ministers who preached the divine right of the master, the 

denominations that split rather than surrender the defense of bondage, the theologians of 

empire who taught the conquerors to see conquest as calling. Each, perhaps, believed 

himself faithful. But a faith that blesses a chain is not thereby holy. It has only lent the 

chain its robes, and the robes do not make the cruelty sacred. They only make it harder to 

see. 

The Counter-Ground: The Sacred That Cannot Be Bent 

And here, beneath the borrowed robes, an older holiness stirs - one that was never for 

sale. 



Long before any pulpit pronounced a curse that was never written, the moral philosophy 

of ancient Kemet held that the sacred and the just were one and the same. In the principle 

of Ma’at - that deep order of truth, balance, righteousness, and reciprocity - there could 

be no holiness that violated justice, because holiness was justice, rightly lived. The divine 

order was not a throne from which the powerful blessed their own dominion. It was a 

measure against which the powerful themselves would one day be weighed. In the old 

imagining, the heart of every soul was set upon a scale, balanced against the feather of 

truth - and no rank, no wealth, no earthly authority could tip that balance in its favor. The 

measure judged the mighty exactly as it judged the least. 

Bring the borrowed theology before that measure, and its whole foundation trembles. 

For the sanctifiers had to do something before they could do anything else. They had to 

imagine a God who ranks - a divine will that sorts humanity into the blessed and the 

cursed, the master and the owned, and calls that sorting sacred. But the older wisdom 

knew a truth that shatters this imagining at its root: that a sacredness which blesses 

domination is not sacredness at all. It is domination, wearing the borrowed robes of the 

holy. The God the enslavers preached was made in the image of their own hunger, a 

projection of their interests lifted into the heavens and called eternal. And an eternity 

built to serve the powerful is, by the measure of Ma’at, no eternity - only a cruelty that 

has learned to call itself God. 

This is the quiet devastation the counter-ground brings to the close of the turn. The 

borrowed theology did not merely misread a passage. Before it could misread anything, it 

had to commit a deeper blasphemy: it had to remake the sacred itself into a servant of 

rank, to bend the eternal to the will of the temporary and profitable. The ancestors knew a 

holiness that could not be bent this way - a truth that stood above every throne, 

answerable to no master, and that measured the powerful most severely of all. 

Hold this reply with reverence, for it is the reply the whole turn has been gathering 

toward. The counter-ground has not merely answered the pulpit. It has answered the 

caliper, the chart, and the statute all at once - for beneath every one of them lay the same 

falsehood, and against every one of them stands the same older truth. What the enslavers 

called eternal was only their own assumption, robed in the sacred and mistaken for the 

voice of God. But the true sacred was never in their keeping. It lived, and lives still, in the 

older measure they could neither buy nor bend. 

The Widening: The Lie Complete, and the Answer 

Begun 

We began by asking what a cruelty seeks once law alone no longer feels enough to hold 

it. The answer, we have seen, is a blessing. It seeks to be lifted out of history, beyond the 

reach of repeal, and set among the eternal things - to become not merely lawful but holy, 

not merely enforced but ordained. 

And with this final borrowing, the lie is complete. 

Look back now across the whole of the turn, and see the machinery entire. The lie was 

imagined at the workbench, where the calipers pretended to weigh a soul. It was sorted in 

the great tables, where living people were filed under kinds they never chose. It was 



codified in the statute, where fiction acquired the force of law. And now it has been 

sanctified in the borrowed robes of scripture, where cruelty learned to speak in the voice 

of God. Measured, classified, enforced, and blessed - four costumes worn by a single lie, 

each one making it harder to see and harder to unmake than the last. This is the anatomy 

of manufactured rank, laid open across the essays of Turn One. 

But the anatomy of a lie is not the end of the story. It is only the beginning of the answer. 

For at every stage - beneath the caliper, beneath the chart, beneath the statute, beneath the 

scripture - an older truth has been stirring, patient and unbroken. The wisdom of Ma’at, 

of ubuntu, of the ancestral ethic of reciprocity has whispered the same steady reply 

beneath every disguise: that no person can be pried loose from their relations and truly 

known, that no order built on falsehood is order at all, and that no cruelty becomes holy 

simply because it has learned to wear the robes of the sacred. That whisper has grown 

louder with each essay. In the turns to come, it will find its full voice. 

For those who labor now in the work of repair - who reclaim a faith that was stolen and 

turned against them, who insist that the sacred belongs to the liberation of people and 

never to their bondage - this closing recognition matters more than it may first appear. 

The borrowed theology did not vanish with the denominations that split over slavery. It 

survives wherever domination reaches for a blessing, wherever the language of the holy 

is bent to sanctify what justice would condemn. To understand how the robes were 

borrowed is to gain the power to strip them away - to insist, as the ancestors insisted, that 

a holiness which blesses a chain has forfeited its claim to be holy at all. 

The calipers claimed to read the soul. The chart claimed to sort it. The statute claimed to 

bind it. And the pulpit claimed to speak for the God who made it. Each claim was false. 

Each was a made thing, assembled by named hands for known ends, and dressed in a 

borrowed authority it did not possess. 

The lie was made - measured, filed, enforced, and blessed. And what was made, in every 

one of its robes, can be unmade. 
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