
June 5, 2019 

Dear Members of the Honorary Degree Committee, 

     I am writing to nominate the Reverend Canon William H. Barnwell, a graduate of this 

University, to receive an honorary degree from Virginia Theological Seminary.  I do this 

with enthusiasm as his life and ministry of racial reconciliation are shining examples of 

what the Episcopal Church, indeed the whole Christian church, is called to be and to do. 

     William Barnwell’s entire life has been an embodiment of Christ’s call to care for the 

poor and under-served and especially to work for racial reconciliation. From the very 

beginning of his ministry in South Carolina he found himself drawn into facing the 

plague of racial injustice, and his life has been dedicated over half a century to the long 

struggle of redressing it. William’s ministry has taken him from his first assignment in 

Charleston to significant positions in parishes as diverse as Trinity Church, New Orleans, 

Trinity Church, Boston, and the National Cathedral in Washington, DC, all cities in 

which he became known for his vision and leadership and his great, pastoral skills.  

     Shaped by his early years in Charleston, Mr. Barnwell grew up in a prominent family 

under the sway of a racially divided culture, but after graduating from Sewanee, entering 

Virginia Seminary, and taking a summer job working with young African American 

children in Charleston, the scales fell from his eyes. He embraced a new vision of 

relations between blacks and whites: as Sister Helen Prejean, author of Dead Man 

Walking, has said of Mr. Barnwell, “his change in consciousness [led] to change in 

conscience and that move[d] him into action.”   In his moving book In Richard’s World 

(1968, republished in 2013), he describes this time as “The Battle of Charleston,” a battle 

waged both within himself as well as his culture. He returned to seminary a different 
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man, articulate about the dramatic change that had come over him and determined to 

spend the rest of his life addressing the scourge of racism in our culture. 

     Over the years William has documented his long, courageous ministry in a series of 

books. His first book, In Richard’s World, was followed by Lead Me On, Let Me Stand: 

A Clergyman’s Story in Black and White (2012), a powerful memoir 40 years on, then 

Called to Heal the Brokenhearted: Stories from Kairos Prison Ministries International 

(2016), a book chronicling his remarkable ministry to inmates, mostly black, many on 

Death Row at Angola Prison in Louisiana. Most recently, he has written Angels in the 

Wilderness: Young in New Orleans and Beyond (2017) about which the biographer 

Walter Isaacson had this to say:  

Alex Haley once said that the most powerful phrase in the English language was, 
'let me tell you a story.' Barnwell empowers others and deepens our sense of love 
and justice by letting those whose voices are sometimes not heard tell us their 
stories. We should read this book daily and be inspired by it. 
 

     If the argument is ever joined as to whether late 20th century Christianity did much 

earthly good alongside its heavenly aspirations, the story of William Barnwell will 

provide a powerful case in the affirmative. This son of the segregated South for more 

than half a century has been an advocate and tireless worker for racial equality and social 

justice. Strikingly, he did it not by becoming more of an activist and less of a spiritual 

leader, but by showing how faith and justice are inseparable. A man of dogged courage, 

Barnwell is also a riveting storyteller who writes with the same impassioned Southern 

drawl he uses when he speaks, and draws the reader into a mélange of unforgettable 

characters, confrontations, and crises. His life of advocacy took him onto the streets of 

New Orleans, Boston, and Washington DC, into the cells on Death Row as well as the 

pulpits of the powerful. His is an inspiring life and a faith that is making a difference.  
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     In the midst of the Seminary’s work for social justice for African Americans, honoring 

one of its own who has worked tirelessly for racial reconciliation seems especially apt at 

this time. It would underscore our commitment to be a part of the wider church’s efforts, 

to “live into being the Jesus movement by committing to evangelism and the work of 

reconciliation—beginning with racial reconciliation across the borders and boundaries 

that divide the human family of God.” 

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

The Rev. Dr. Samuel T. Lloyd, III 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


