
In the mid-1990s, a number of churches, many of them predominantly Afr ican-
American, burned in a series of arsons across the nation. Initially treated as a 
chain of unrelated incidents, the fi res signaled a resurgence in churches as targets 
of hate crime.

Mississippi Burning

On April 4, 1993, the twenty-fi ft h anniversary of the assassination of Dr. 
Martin Luther  King Jr., three youths broke into and set fi re to the Springhill 
Baptist Church in rural Amite County, Mississippi. A few hours later, they 
broke into and burned the Rocky Point Missionary Baptist Church in Pike 
County. Both churches, predominantly African-American, were completely 
destroyed. As the youths drove away from the burning churches, they shouted 
“burn, nigger, burn” and other racial slurs, as they later admitted in court. On 
October 1, the three young men—Charles W. McGeehee Jr., age eighteen; 
Jerome A. Bellelo, seventeen; and Roy J. McGovern, eighteen—pled guilty 
in U.S. District Court to conspiring to burn and burning the two churches in 
rural southern Mississippi; specifi cally, they pled guilty to violating Section 
241 of Title 18, United States Code, by conspiring to injure, oppress, threaten, 
and intimidate the black church members in their constitutional right to 
hold and use religious property in the same manner as other citizens in the 
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United States. “Th ere is no place in our society for racially motivated crimes 
like this one,” said Attorney General Janet Reno. “Th e Justice Department 
and the United States Attorneys will prosecute these cases as a top prior-
ity.” Th e boys were not the fi rst white youths to attack black churches, nor 
were they the last, but they became the fi rst individuals ever convicted in 
federal court of a church burning in Mississippi: at a time when state-level 
convictions for this kind of arson were still uncommon, each of the trio was 
sentenced to three to four years in federal prison. Th e incident received press 
coverage in local papers and in two black newspapers.1

 Th e 1993 Springhill Baptist fi re, with all of its racist symbolism, marked 
the beginning of a long series of fi res at churches across the American South. 
In January 1994, a church burned in Fort Lauderdale, Florida. In February, 
three churches burned in Sumter County, Alabama: Bucks Chapel Church, 
Pine Top Baptist, and Oak Grove Missionary Church. Th at same month, two 
burned in Aiken County, South Carolina: Rock Hill Baptist Church and 
Old Rosemary Baptist Church. Five churches had burned in South Carolina 
in the previous two years; then, in June 1994, another church burned in Ai-
ken County: Jerusalem Baptist Church. Th e following month, two churches 
burned in Georgia: Springfi eld Baptist Church in Madison and Elam Baptist 
Church in Jones County. In August, two houses of worship burned in Ten-
nessee: Greater Missionary Baptist Church and Benevolent Lodge #210. Th e 
fi res continued into the fall of 1994, when more churches burned in Tennes-
see, including New Wright’s Chapel in Shelby County. Th ree more churches 
burned in South Carolina in September and October: Rice’s Chapel in Buf-
falo, Shrub Branch Baptist Church in Blackville, and St. Paul AME Church 
in Cades. Winter snow fl urries did not extinguish the fi res as Salem Mission-
ary Baptist Church burned in Fruitland, Tennessee, on December 30. Bluff  
Road United Methodist Church burned in Columbia, South Carolina, on 
New Year’s Day. Th ese fi res were sometimes noted in local newspapers. Th ey 
received little outside attention.2

 Th e U.S. Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) documented 
a number of fi res in the Deep South in the coming months. Two churches 
burned in Tennessee on January 13, 1995: Johnson Grove Baptist in Bells and 
Macedonia Baptist in Denmark. On January 31, Mt. Calvary Baptist burned 
in Hardeman County, Tennessee. On February 20, authorities charged two 
white men and a white teen with attacking three black churches with sledge-
hammers; prosecutors noted that nearby white churches were unharmed, 
suggesting the attacks were racially motivated.3
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 On May 15, someone broke into the Greater Mt. Zion Tabernacle Church 
of God in Christ in Portsmouth, Virginia, and set the burgundy velvet cur-
tains near the pulpit on fi re. Greater Mt. Zion had been founded in 1915 by a 
local woman, her daughter, and her granddaughter. For years aft er the church’s 
founding, church members met in homes or on street corners. No one knows 
how old the building was when it burned, and no one seems to remember ex-
actly when church members purchased the building, an old dance hall before 
it was converted. Former pastor D. Harvey Dunlap, a popular tent revivalist 
and radio minister, worked to remodel the church in 1951; more work was 
done in the 1980s. Anya Clarkson, a deaconess, described Greater Mt. Zion 
as a place where the pastor, Reverend Dr. Charles Hicks, called everyone by 
name and the fi ft y or sixty congregants packed the pews each Sunday. Th e 
church building was so small that the three diff erent Sunday school classes 
split up and met in diff erent areas of the sanctuary. Th e arson slipped into 
the crime report of the Norfolk Virginian-Pilot under the heading “Miscel-
laneous.”4

 Th e fi re at Greater Mt. Zion devastated Reverend Hicks. He felt alone, 
a “little ol’ poor preacher.” He said, “You just feel like don’t nobody care, 
nobody understands.” Ten years aft er the arson, he still did not like to think 
or talk about the incident; doing so conjured up bad memories. Police had 

Fig. 1.1. Sign at Greater Mt. Zion Tabernacle Church of God in Christ in Portsmouth, Va. 2005. 
Photo by author.
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found a footprint in the middle of the church’s backdoor, which someone 
kicked in before setting the fi re. Hicks did not like to contemplate who might 
have set the fi re or why. “It was a hurting thing,” he said in 2005. Attending 
Greater Mt. Zion as a young boy, Hicks had grown up in the church he now 
pastored: he was baptized there, and he found God there. Seeing the church 
building in ruins was traumatic for him, and the fi re precipitated a crisis of 
faith; he wondered how God could allow something like this to happen. 
Why did God not stop the assailant before he started the fi re? Feeling that 
God had forsaken him, Reverend Hicks found it diffi  cult to fi ll the pulpit in 
the months aft er the fi re. “Th ere’s no need of preaching, there’s no need to 
even stand there in the pulpit. . . . I just felt like I’d been let down.”5

 Other churches burned, too—and not just in the Deep South. In Sep-
tember 1994, offi  cials said that the blaze that gutted St. John’s African Union 
Methodist Protestant Church in Chester, Pennsylvania, appeared to have 
been arson. In October 1994, offi  cials determined that a fi re that destroyed 
the Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Pittsburgh was deliber-
ately set, and in February 1995, police looked at a possible link between the 
fi re that gutted St. Paul United Methodist Church in Chambersburg and 
similar arsons in Pennsylvania. Th e incidents received coverage in local news-
papers.6

 Nor were such crimes limited to the United States. On June 3, 1995, a date 
that marked the one-thousand-year anniversary of the Norwegian Church, 
the New York Times reported the destruction of a church built in 1880 in Ho-
len, twenty-fi ve miles south of Oslo. Th e church was described as one of the 
most beautiful in Norway. Preparations for the anniversary had been marred 
by a series of deliberately set fi res between 1992 and 1995 that had destroyed 
or damaged more than two dozen churches—including the legendary Fan-
toft  Church, built in the twelft h century by early Christians. As in most of the 
other fi res, satanic symbols were left  in the churchyard of the Holen Church. 
What was meant to be a joyous celebration of the arrival of Christianity on 
Norway’s west coast in the year 995 became a somber vigil as many churches 
across the country posted twenty-four-hour guards. At the historic Droebak 
Church outside Oslo, fi refi ghters ringed the building with hoses to ensure a 
quick response if needed. Police offi  cials noted that hundreds of people in 
Oslo, Bergen, and Stavinger were involved in satanic worship; Bjoern Soknes, 
chief public prosecutor, said most of them were young men infatuated with 
a Norwegian strain of heavy metal music known as black metal. At the time 
of the Holen fi re, twelve Norwegians had been convicted of various charges 
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related to the church fi res. “Th ere must be something wrong in the commu-
nity as a whole when young people resort to this kind of expression,” said 
Egil Laastad, who helped to rebuild the Fantoft  Church in Bergen by day and 
guarded the same site by night.7

Hate Nation

As the fi res quietly bloomed across the United States, Timothy McVeigh and 
Terry Nichols blew up the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma 
City. Th e attack—which occurred two years to the day aft er the Branch Da-
vidian compound went up in fl ames in Waco, Texas—killed 169 and wounded 
hundreds more. McVeigh had been impressed by Linda Th ompson’s 1993 vid-
eotape Waco: Th e Big Lie, which faults the federal government in mishan-
dling its standoff  with cult leader David Koresh and his followers; McVeigh 
shared her belief that the government had conspired to cover up the Waco 
incident, which culminated in the deaths of Koresh and his followers.8

 In American Militias: Rebellion, Racism, and Religion (1996), Richard 
Abanes traces the rise of right-wing militia movements in the United States 
and explains McVeigh’s association of Waco with virulent hatred of the fed-
eral government:

Until the early 1990s, racists had neither the strength nor the funds 
to seriously destabilize the federal administration. As racist Michael 
Hanson stated in 1982, “we are both outnumbered and outgunned.” 
Suddenly, however, a number of issues had arisen that could be used to 
swell anti-government ranks and bring about Armageddon. Th e plan 
was simple: Use millions of discontented non-racists to form a unifi ed 
revolt. . . . To implement this plan, white supremacists joined and/or 
formed “patriot” groups, stirred up anti-government sentiments with 
hate rhetoric, spread conspiracy theories, and committed terrorist acts, 
which have in turn been blamed on the government (e.g., the Okla-
homa bombing). By perpetuating an ever-maddening circle of obses-
sive distrust of the government, the only thing left  to do was patiently 
wait for America to crumble from within. Th e strategy has only been 
helped by the Weaver and Waco tragedies.9

In detonating a bomb at a federal government building, McVeigh and his 
accomplice struck a blow against what they saw as a tyrannical regime. Th e 
American public, slow to recognize the growth of hate as a homegrown 


