Pace 

What I mean by spirit, in this sense, is the event when something happens to a group that occasions an image, a feeling of awe (the simultaneous precognitive experience of fear and fascination), and an act of will and leaves a kind of residue.   

I was a team leader for a community development project in a village called Pace in Mississippi.  Pace is about 10 miles from where the three civil rights organizers were killed 10 years earlier.  

The village was mostly black with a few rich white farmers.  Members of both communities supported the idea of the project but there was tension.  On the third day about 100 people were sitting in a large hall waiting for the plenary to begin.  As the starting time passed and then an hour and then an hour and a half, we became more and more restless.  We sang songs and told jokes.  

One of the white rich farmers and a black teacher came into the hall and to the front of the room.  They explained that a dilapidated building owned by the farmer and collapsed and killed the high school aged niece of the teacher.   The girl had taken off from school to attend the consultation.  She died on her way to the meeting.  Silence filled the room.  Images ran through my mind and a jumble of emotions ran through me: remembering the beautiful young woman, fear that an already tense situation could become dangerous, sorrow for the mother, concern about the rest of the group, a picture of the old buildings in the block long business district and many others.

The aunt then said that the funeral was to be held on the coming Saturday.  It was to be attended by members of the community only.  The girl’s family were together and doing as well as could be expected.  The farmer had taken a tractor and destroyed the rest of the old building.  She then said that the girl’s mother wanted the consultation to go on.  It was too important to be stopped.  

In this tragedy something magical had happened.

