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Presentation overview -

• Introduction to Crossing the Line—A 
Memoir of Race, Religion, and Change

• What our collaboration looked like

• Burning questions 

• Structural racism and the sense of white 
superiority

• The paradox of white progressives and  
what to do about it



Introduction to Crossing the Line –

At age 14, Richard (Rick) 
Abercrombie was besieged by 
prejudice because of his multi-
racial background and 
frustrated by unsatisfactory 
answers to his heartfelt 
questions about religious truth. 

The time was 1960, and the 
place was Greenville, South 
Carolina. 



In his hopelessness, 
Rick began carrying a 
gun, skipping school, 
and numbing his 
emotional pain 
with alcohol.

His parents were 
worried, and his future 
looked bleak.

Intro to Crossing the Line, continued –



What happened next – an 
invitation to a birthday party at 
the home of a Bahá’í family –
changed his life forever.

Rick became intrigued by Bahá’í 
teachings on racial equality, 
peaceful strategies for social 
justice, and the fundamental 
unity of religion.

Eulalia Barrow Bobo

Intro to Crossing the Line, continued –
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As he investigated 
these teachings, 
Rick experienced a 
profound spiritual 
awakening that led 
him to give up the 
gun, stop drinking, 
and engage in life 
with hope and joy.

Intro to Crossing the Line, continued –

Bahá’í group at Penn Center, Frogmore, SC. Rick is top left. 
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His family and friends 
initially opposed his 
association with 
• new religious teachings 

(they thought he’d lose 
his soul) 

• and racially integrated 
groups (they thought 
he’d lose his life). 

Introduction to Crossing the Line, continued –



8

But Rick’s 
personal 
transformation 
and steadfastness 
drew them into 
investigating his 
new beliefs 
themselves. 

Introduction to Crossing the Line, continued –



Crossing the Line 
is an action story 
of teenage energy,  
despair, 
destruction, 
and 
resurrection.

Science! 
Religion! 
Cars! 



Rick’s story illustrates -

• The ability of youth to see truth

• The African American 
experience of racism

• The capacity of youth to take 
radical action for change 

• The value of spiritual 
investigation

• Principles and dynamics of the 
Bahá’í community



While Rick was on 
pilgrimage at the Bahá’í
World Centre, Mr. Kiser 
Barnes, who was serving 
on the Universal House 
of Justice, asked Rick to 
write his story. Rick 
promised that he would. 

Mr. Kiser Barnes
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Abercrombie/Borovicka 
partnership -

Rick started with an 
outline of his story and 
then asked me to 
collaborate with him to 
flesh it out.  

I said, “Yes!” I’m a
• writer
• researcher
• and I love a good story
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Abercrombie/Borovicka 
partnership -

• We started with Rick’s 
outline.

• I Interviewed him 
extensively.

• Also interviewed 
family and friends.

• I had license to ask 
anything.

Rick: “It feels like I’m 
getting my teeth pulled 

without novocaine.”
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• I expected to learn about 
Rick and his adventures.

• I didn’t expect to learn 
about myself.

I was asking Rick about his 
childhood. I wanted to get 
down in his words what it 
was like for him to grow up 
in a segregated society.  
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I asked Rick –

When you were a 
child, how did your 
mother explain the 
rules of racism and 
segregation to you?

Abercrombie family 1962. 



“You’ve got to 
feed white people

with a long-handled spoon. 
Be kind to them and give 

them what they need, 
but don’t get too close.” 

Lilly Abercrombie
Crossing the Line
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When I heard this, my blood 
went cold.  

In my bones, I knew this rule and 
my place in it. It was like Ms. Lilly 
had named the tune that we’ve 
all been dancing to.

This was my first moment of 
learning about whiteness 
through Rick’s story

Rick’s mother’s guidance -
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• I had early experiences that brought 
the horror of racial injustice to my 
attention.

• I’m a member of the Bahá’í
community.

• I affiliate with groups that work for 
social justice.

• I’m a “white progressive”

Previously, I had not been ignorant of racial oppression or the culture of white superiority, 
but I thought I was above it.

But when I heard Rick’s mother’s guidance, I knew
I was a participant in and a benefactor of that 
rule of engagement.
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• Grace was a member of the 
Greenville Bahá’í community

• An elderly aristocratic 
businesswoman from northeast

• Courageous in pro-integration 
activities

• A white progressive
• She moved to Greenville, SC to help 

build the Bahá’í community and it 
did grow. 

2nd moment of seeing myself in Rick’s story  –

Episode abut Grace von der Heidt



19

The African 
American youth 
new to the  
Greenville Bahá’í 
community felt 
that Grace von 
der Heidt was 
prejudiced.

And they 
confronted her.  
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Grace’s response -

“Yes. I am 
prejudice.     

And I’m 
trying to do   
something 
about it.”

Rick’s response:
Admiration
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My questions - How could Grace be prejudiced when she worked so 
selflessly in the Bahá’í community? And if she was prejudice, why did 
Rick admire her so much? 

From the Bahá’í Writings –

“O humankind! Associate in 
friendship; love one another; 
abandon prejudices of race; dispel 
forever this gloomy darkness of 
human ignorance.”

(Bahá’u’lláh, quoted in
Promulgation of Universal Peace)
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3d moment  of seeing myself –

Episode of the 1969 Youth Conference

The National Spiritual Assembly of the 
Bahá’ís of the United States invited 
certain Bahá’í youth to consult on  
Bahá’í engagement in Civil Rights work. 

It was a tumultuous time and youth 
and students spearheaded many of the 
Civil Rights activities. 

1969 Civil Rights Movement 
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At the conference, concerns of 
the youth included -

“How could the 
community move 
forward when many 
white Bahá’ís were 
blind to the reality of 
racial oppression as 
well as blind to their 
own prejudicial 
attitudes and actions?”

(Crossing the Line)
Youth and NSA members at 1969 conference
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As I worked on Rick’s book, this 
concern of the youth – the blindness 
of many white Bahá’ís to their own 
racist attitudes and actions – got 
louder. 

I recalled hearing the same concern 
voiced by people of color over the 
past twenty years in different 
situations such as National 
Conventions, task groups, and 
trainings. Those voices got louder. 
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My question about Grace expanded to: Why are so many white 
progressives blind to their own racist attitudes and actions? And 
could I be blind to my own racist attitudes and actions?

I found answers -

• In the Bahá’í writings 
• In contemporary literature          

(social scientists, racial justice 
educators, psychiatrists, multi-
cultural specialists)
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Briefly – so many white progressives are blind to their own 
racist attitudes and actions because -

1. Structural racism 
permeates everything, 
nobody escapes.

2. White people are 
socialized into a sense of 
white superiority whether 
we know it or not, and we 
are programmed to be 
blind to it. 



Structural Racism, from the Bahá’í  
writings –

“As to racial prejudice, the corrosion 
of which . . . has bitten into the fiber, 
and attacked the whole structure of 
American society, it should be 
regarded as constituting the most 
vital and challenging issue…”
(Shoghi Effendi, quoted in Crossing the Line, from 
The Advent of Divine Justice)

If the whole structure is corroded, all the 
inhabitants are affected. 



When the whole 
structure is corroded, 
everybody get sick
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Corroded water pipes

Corroded ductwork



“Structural racism is not 
something that a few people or 
institutions choose to practice. 
Instead, it has been a feature of 
the social, economic and political 
systems in which we all exist.” 

(Understanding Structural Racism - Glossary, 
Aspen Institute for Community Change)

The Bahá’í view of structural racism is 
echoed in current social studies -



The sense of white superiority described in 
the Bahá’í writings –

“Let the white make a supreme effort 
in their resolve to contribute their 
share to the solution of this problem 
[racial prejudice], to abandon once 
and for all their usually inherent and 
at times subconscious sense of 
superiority….” 
(Shoghi Effendi, quoted in Crossing the Line,  from 
The Advent of Divine Justice)

Inherent: existing in something as a 
permanent, essential, or characteristic 
attribute.



“…to abandon once 
and for all their 
usually inherent and 
at times 
subconscious sense 
of superiority….” 

(Shoghi Effendi, quoted in 
Crossing the Line,  from The 
Advent of Divine Justice) I think that most white progressives see themselves 

as the exception.  
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From secular literature -

“Critical Whiteness Studies is a growing 
field of scholarship whose aim is to 
reveal the invisible structures that 
produce and reproduce white 
supremacy and privilege.”                 
(Oxford Research Encyclopedia)

“Whiteness…is a category of identity 
that is most useful when its very 
existence is denied.” (Michael Eric Dyson, 
Foreword to White Fragility) 



Recap: 

Racism is a corrosion affecting the 
whole structure of American 
society. The foundation of racism is 
the sense of white superiority. 

The sense of white superiority: 
• is usually inherent 
• isn’t necessarily conscious
• strives to stay invisible
• is routinely denied 



Therefore –

A white person can be anti-
racist and work sacrificially for 
racial justice (be a white 
progressive, be a Bahá’í) and 
still manifest racist attitudes 
and actions that come from a 
usually inherent and not 
necessarily conscious sense of 
white superiority.

What might that look like? 



Patronizing attitude -

“Let the white make a supreme effort in their 
resolve to contribute their share to the solution of 
this problem [racial prejudice], to abandon once and 
for all their usually inherent and at times 
subconscious sense of superiority, to correct their 
tendency towards revealing a patronizing 
attitude towards the members of the other 
race,…” 

(Shoghi Effendi, quoted in Crossing the Line, from 
The Advent of Divine Justice)

Definition of 
patronizing: 
apparently kind 
or helpful but 
betraying a 
feeling of 
superiority; 
condescending.



Overt
Racism

Covert 
Racism

Visible to white 
people (wp)

Somewhat visible to wp,
often denied

Least visible to wp, 
usually denied,
micro-aggressions

Patronizing attitude: interrupting; speaking for; white 
savior complex; assumption that white is better; belief 
that “I can do it best;” fear/avoidance of people of 
color; belief in meritocracy; speaking down to; 
minimizing Black experience of oppression; “But we’re 
just one human family;” denying white privilege

Very 
Covert 
Racism

“Usually inherent and at times subconscious sense of white superiority”

Levels of Racism Visibility



Overt
Racism

Covert 
Racism

Visible to white 
people (wp)

Somewhat visible to wp,
often denied

Least visible to wp, 
usually denied,
micro-aggressions

Racial profiling, school-to-prison 
pipeline, discriminatory lending, 
housing and hiring, Euro-centric 
curriculum, lack of representation

Very 
Covert 
Racism

“Usually inherent and at times subconscious sense of white superiority”

Levels of Racism Visibility

Patronizing attitude: interrupting; speaking for; white 
savior complex; assumption that white is better; belief 
that “I can do it best;” fear/avoidance of people of 
color; belief in meritocracy; speaking down to; 
minimizing Black experience of oppression; “But we’re 
just one human family;” denying white privilege



Overt
Racism

Covert 
Racism

Visible to white 
people (wp)

Somewhat visible to wp,
often denied

Least visible to wp, 
usually denied,
micro-aggressions

Racial profiling, school-to-prison 
pipeline, discriminatory lending, 
housing and hiring, Euro-centric 
curriculum, lack of representation

Murder, marches for white 
supremacy, hate crimes

Very 
Covert 
Racism

“Usually inherent and at times subconscious sense of white superiority”

Levels of Racism Visibility

Patronizing attitude: interrupting; speaking for; white 
savior complex; assumption that white is better; belief 
that “I can do it best;” fear/avoidance of people of 
color; belief in meritocracy; speaking down to; 
minimizing Black experience of oppression; “But we’re 
just one human family;” denying white privilege
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If I am ignorant of the ways that 
racism manifests – if I think that 
racism is only the intentional violent 
acts of wretchedly mean immoral 
people – then I could believe that I 
am free of racial prejudice and I 
won’t recognize my own sense of 
white superiority.

Then I continue to be part of the 
problem.

Ignorance of how racism manifests -
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Because I believe racism is 
wrong, fear of being seen as 
racist will make me resistant to 
seeing my complicity with it. 

I will deny any implication that 
I am racially prejudiced, and I’ll 
defend my moral correctness. 

Paradox of white progressives 
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Paradox of white progressives

“White people’s moral objection 
to racism increases their 
resistance to acknowledging 
their complicity with it.” 

“I believe that white 
progressives cause the most 
daily damage to people of 
color.” 

(Robin DiAngelo, White Fragility)



There is no quick fix 
and working toward 
the solution is going 

to be, should be, 
uncomfortable. 

Stating my belief in 
the oneness of 

humanity does not 
rid me of a lifetime 

of racist 
socialization.
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The solution to the problem 
of racial prejudice requires -

• Supreme effort
• Ceaseless exertions
• Extreme tact and wisdom
• Moral courage 
• Vigilance 

(Shoghi Effendi, The Advent of 
Divine Justice)



43

While working on this book 
with Rick, I was struck by the 
profound generosity of 
African Americans who 
willingly associate with white 
people. 

Because of white blindness, 
there is an African American 
forgiveness that happens on 
a regular basis that white 
people are oblivious to.  

Study group 



In the study group, a white 
person states,

“I don’t see race. 
I was raised to be 

color blind.”
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Why is this 
statement 
offensive? 
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A resource -

Racism Without Racists: 
Colorblind Racism and 
the Persistence of 
Racism in America, 
Eduardo Bonilla Silva 
(2017)
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To explain the racial 
injustice that surrounded 
them, Rick’s mother 
explained to her children, 

“White people 
can’t see us, but we 
can see them.”  

Not seeing color is not a 
tradition to continue.
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The person who claims 
to be “color blind” 
probably won’t get 
feedback on the racial 
impact of that 
statement because 
white progressives 
usually do not welcome 
feedback on the racial 
impact of their words or 
actions.
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Feedback isn’t given because it probably 
won’t be accepted -

• “That’s not what I meant.” 
• “But I can’t be racist because…” 
• “You don’t understand.”
• “My intention was good.” 
• Avoidance 
• Tears

People of color are exhausted by
white blindness, denial, and 
defensiveness.
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Review: 1969 youth concern -

“How could the community 
move forward when many white 
Bahá’ís were blind to the reality 
of racial oppression as well as 
blind to their own prejudicial 
attitudes and actions?”

If you see a problem, you can 
work to solve it. If you can’t see 
it, or if you refuse to see it, then 
it controls you – and others who 
do see it can’t help you. 
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Grace’s von der Heidt’s 
stellar response -

“Yes. 
I am prejudice.     

And I’m trying  to 
do something  

about it.”

Rick’s response –

Admiration
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• Admits her racial prejudice
• Declares that she is trying 

to root out that prejudice 
• Continues associating with 

those who named her 
prejudice 

• Accepts feedback – the gift 
• Demonstrates change

A graceful response - Grace  
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“Lasso” JoAnn Borovicka, 2019

Before working with 
Rick on his story, I felt 
that racial prejudice 
was an enemy that 
was apart from me. 

I was above racism. 

Racism was an 
outside problem that 
had to be tackled. 
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“Racism” JoAnn Borovicka, 2019

Now, I’m learning that 
I am a part of a 
corrosive system of 
racism – I can’t be 
unaffected. 

I’ve been socialized 
into a sense of white 
superiority and been 
groomed to be blind 
to it. 

I’m responsible for my 
new understanding.  
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Through working on “Crossing the 
Line” with Rick I’ve learned to say:

“I realize that, because I’m 
white, there are racial dynamics 
that I don’t see.”

And I share that realization with 
other white people: 

“You know what? Because 
we’re white, there are racial 
dynamics that we don’t see.”
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“If I love you, I 
have to make 
you conscious 
of the things 
you don’t 
see.” 

James 
Baldwin
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Instead of ruminating 
on all the reasons 
why I can’t be 
prejudiced I think of 
myself as a 
recovering racist who 
has a long way to go 
and is grateful for 
helpful insights. 
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Instead of trying to prove I’m not racist, I 
choose to be a proactive part of the solution by 
making the invisible visible. I’ve learned to say: 

“I realize that I have been raised in a 
racist society based on white 
domination and I have been socialized 
to not see it. I’d appreciate feedback on 
anything I may say or do that you feel 
has a racist impact. I promise that I will 
listen to you and respond with ‘Thank 
you.’” 



Learning about Whiteness 
Through 
A Black Man’s Story

JoAnn Borovicka
joannborovicka@gmail.com
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“Let the white make a supreme effort in their resolve to contribute 
their share to the solution of this problem, to abandon once for all 
their usually inherent and at times subconscious sense of superiority, 
to correct their tendency towards revealing a patronizing attitude 
towards the members of the other race, to persuade them through 
their intimate, spontaneous and informal association with them of the 
genuineness of their friendship and the sincerity of their intentions, 
and to master their impatience of any lack of responsiveness on the 
part of a people who have received, for so long a period, such grievous 
and slow-healing wounds.” 

(Shoghi Effendi, The Advent of Divine Justice)


