owens: One of the reasons your book is
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Americans, although we have tradition-
ally understated the African American
contribution to emancipation—certainly
among white historians.

But you're right. If our current econom-
ic system cannot have come into being
without the intensification of slavery in
the 19th century, then we have a funda-
mental moral problem. For me, that’s a
key point.

So yes, there’s discomfort with the reality
of our history. There will continue to be
discomfort with its implications. White
Americans are not running into the
streets saying, yes, let’s have reparations.

owens: How has this conversation
come about for you, since writing this
book, with others around this question of
reparations? Last year, there was a brief
uptick in the conversation with Ta-Nehisi
Coates writing on the issue. What have
you seen around this conversation, or
what have you learned from your profes-
sional work, about the concept of repara-
tions?

baptist: This is one of these issues
where we have a huge fundamental dif-
ference, in general, between white Amer-
icans and black Americans. That may
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moral obligation to redeem the conse-
guences in the present. That is a chal-
lenging proposition and clearly would be
an expensive proposition, among other
things.

owens: Has religion figured into any

of the conversations you have had with
people while researching and writing this
book? What about in your own personal
experience in thinking about the impli-
cations of this book? How does this relate
to the sense of sinfulness that many
Americans use as a lens to understand
slavery and American history?

baptist: Inregards to my last point,
when we describe it as America’s national
sin, to me it sounds like a cop-out. It
sounds like we’re looking for a cheap
grace that is not the kind of cheap grace
described by Robert Farrar Capon. He
was an Episcopal priest who wrote a
series of books about the parables, in a
way that sometimes seemed breezy, but |
think was often complex. He emphasized
that cheap grace is actually very costly.
Grace is universal, and it does mean that
you will lose everything to gain every-
thing. Grace is for everybody. Whether
everybody accepts it or notisadi erent
story.

But I don’t think that’s the kind of grace
that we are implicitly looking for when
we say, “slavery was America’s national
sin.” Maybe I’'m not being fair. Certainly
I’'m not being fair to every single person
who says that. But sometimes we treat the
weight of slavery as if it’s the sort of thing
that we can pray away in an afternoon —
it’s the sort of sin that we can make an
apology for, and then it’s done.

owens: A religious person would have
a hard time reading this without feeling
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