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The Boy Who Painted Christ Black 

 

 

By John Henrik Clarke 
 
He was the smartest boy in Muskogee County School – for colored children. Everybody even remotely 
connected with the school knew this. The teacher always pronounced his name with profound gusto as 
she pointed him out as the ideal student. Once I heard her say: “If he were white he might someday, 
become President.” Only Aaron Crawford wasn’t white; quite the contrary. His skin was so solid black 
that it glowed, reflecting an inner virtue that was strange, and beyond my comprehension. 
 
In many ways he looked like something that was awkwardly put together. Both his nose and his lips 
seemed a trifle too large for his face. To say he was ugly would be unjust and to say he was handsome 
would be gross exaggeration. Truthfully, I could never make up my mind about him. Sometimes he 
looked like something out of a book of ancient history…looked as if he was left over from that magnificent 
era before the machine age came and marred the earth’s natural beauty. 
 
His great variety of talent often startled the teachers. This caused his classmates to look upon him with a 
mixed feeling of awe and envy. 
 
Before Thanksgiving, he always drew turkeys and pumpkins on the blackboard. On George 
Washington’s birthday, he drew large American flags surrounded by little hatchets. It was these small 
masterpieces that made him the most talked-about colored boy in Columbus, Georgia. The Negro 
principal of the Muskogee County School said that he would someday be a great painter, like Henry O. 
Tanner. 



 
For the teacher’s birthday, which fell on a day about a week before commencement, Aaron Crawford 
painted the picture that caused uproar, and a turning point, at the Muskogee County School. The 
moment he entered the room that morning, all eyes fell on him. Besides his torn book holder, he was 
carrying a large-framed concern wrapped in old newspapers. As he went to his seat, the teacher’s eyes 
followed his every motion, a curious wonderment mirrored in them conflicting with the half-smile that 
wreathed her face. 
 
Aaron put his books down, then smiling broadly, advanced toward the teacher’s desk. His alert eyes 
were so bright with joy that they were almost frightening…Temporarily, there was no other sound in the 
room. 
 
Aaron stared questioningly at her and she moved her hand back to the present cautiously, as if it were a 
living thing with vicious characteristics. I am sure it was the one thing she least expected. 
 
With a quick, involuntary movement I rose up from my desk. A series of submerged murmurs spread 
through the room rising to a distinct monotone. The teacher turned toward the children, staring 
reproachfully. They did not move their eyes from the present that Aaron had brought her…It was a large 
picture of Christ – painted black! 
 
Aaron Crawford went back to his seat, a feeling of triumph reflecting in his every movement. 
 
The teacher faced us. Her cautious half-smile had blurred into a mild bewilderment. She searched the 
bright faces before her and started to smile again, occasionally stealing quick glances at the large picture 
propped on her desk, as though doing so were forbidden amusement. 
 
“Aaron,” she spoke at last, a slight tinge of uncertainty in her tone, “this is a most welcome present. 
Thanks. I will treasure it.” She paused, then went on speaking, a trifle more coherent than before. “Looks 
like you are going to be quite an artist…Suppose you come forward and tell the class how you came to 
paint this remarkable picture.” 
 
When he rose to speak, to explain about the picture, a hush fell tightly over the room, and the children 
gave him all of their attention…something they rarely did for the teacher. He did not speak at first; he just 
stood there in front of the room, toying absently with his hands, observing his audience carefully, like a 
great concert artist. 
 
“It was like this,” he said, placing full emphasis on every word. “You see, my uncle who lives in New York 
teaches classes in Negro History at the Y.M.C.A. When he visited us last year he was telling me about 
the many great black folks who have made history. He said black folks were once the most powerful 
people on earth. When I asked him about Christ, he said no one ever proved whether he was black or 
white. Somehow a feeling came over me that he was a black man, ‘cause he was so kind and forgiving, 
kinder than I have ever seen white people be. So, when I painted his picture I couldn’t help but paint it as 
I thought it was.” 
 
After this, the little artist sat down, smiling broadly, as if he had gained entrance to a great storehouse of 
knowledge that ordinary people could neither acquire nor comprehend. 
 
The teacher, knowing nothing else to do under prevailing circumstances, invited the children to rise from 
their seats and come forward so they could get a complete view of Aaron’s unique piece of art. 
 
When I came close to the picture, I noticed it was painted with the kind of paint you get in the five and ten 
cents stores. Its shape was blurred slightly, as if someone had jarred the frame before the paint had time 
to dry. The eyes of Christ were deep-set and sad, very much like those of Aaron’s father, who was a 
deacon in the local Baptist Church. This picture of Christ looked much different from the one I saw 
hanging on the wall when I was in Sunday school. It looked more like a helpless Negro, pleading silently 
for mercy. 
 
For the next few days, there was much talk about Aaron’s picture. The school term ended the following 
week and Aaron’s picture, along with the best handwork done by the students that year, was on the 
display in the assembly room. Naturally, Aaron’s picture graced the place of honor. 



 
There was no book work to be done on commencement day, and joy was rampant among the children. 
The girls in their brightly colored dresses gave the school the delightful air of Spring awakening. 
 
In the middle of the day all the children were gathered in the small assembly. On this day we were 
always favored with a visit from a man whom all the teachers spoke of with mixed esteem and fear. 
Professor Danual, they called him, and they always pronounced his name with reverence. He was 
supervisor of all the city schools, including those small and poorly equipped ones set aside for colored 
children. 
 
The great man arrived at the end of our commencement exercises. On seeing him enter the hall, the 
children rose, bowed courteously, and sat down again, their eyes examining him as if he were a circus 
freak. 
 
He was a tall white man with solid-grey hair that made his lean face seem paler than it actually was. His 
eyes were the clearest blue I have ever seen. They were the only lifelike things about him. 
 
As he made his way to the front of the room the Negro principal, George Du Vaul, was walking ahead of 
him, cautiously preventing anything from getting in his way. As he passed me, I heard the teachers, 
frightened, sucking in their breath, felt the tension tightening. 
 
A large chair was in the center of the rostrum. It had been daintily polished and the janitor had laboriously 
re-cushioned its bottom. The supervisor went straight to it without being guided, knowing that this pretty 
splendor was reserved for him. 
 
Presently the Negro principal introduced the distinguished guest and he favored us with a short speech. 
It wasn’t a very important speech. Almost at the end of it, I remembered him saying something about he 
wouldn’t be surprised if one of us boys grew up to be a great colored man, like Booker T. Washington. 
After he sat down, the school choir sang two spirituals and the girls in the fourth grade did an Indian folk 
dance. This brought the commencement program to an end. 
 
After this the supervisor came down from the rostrum, his eyes tinged with curiosity, and began to view 
the array of handwork on display in front of the chapel. 
 
Suddenly his face underwent a strange rejuvenation. His clear blue eyes flickered in astonishment. He 
was looking at Aaron Crawford’s picture of Christ. Mechanically he moved his stooped form closer to the 
picture and stood gazing fixedly at it, curious and undecided, as though it were a dangerous animal that 
would rise any moment and spread destruction. 
 
We waited tensely for his next movement. The silence was almost suffocating. At last he twisted himself 
around and began to search the grim faces before him. The fiery glitter of his eyes abated slightly as they 
rested on the Negro principal, protestingly. 
 
“Who painted this sacrilegious nonsense?” he demanded sharply. 
 
“I painted it, sir.” These were Aaron’s words, spoken hesitantly. He wetted his lips timidly and looked up 
at the supervisor, his eyes voicing a sad plea for understanding. 
 
He spoke again, this time more coherently. “Th’ principal said a colored person have jes as much right 
paintin’ Jesus black as a white person have paintin’ him white. And he says…” At this point he halted 
abruptly, as if to search for his next words. A strong tinge of bewilderment dimmed the glow of his solid 
black face. He stammered out a few more words, and then stopped again. 
 
The supervisor strode a few steps toward him. At last color had swelled some of the lifelessness out of 
his lean face. 
 
“Well, go on!” he said enragedly, “…I’m still listening.” 
 
Aaron moved his lips pathetically but no words passed them. His eyes wandered around the room, 
resting finally, with an air of hope, on the face of the Negro principal. After a moment, he jerked his face 



in another direction, regretfully, as if something he had said had betrayed an understanding between him 
and the principal. 
 
Presently the principal stepped forward to defend the school’s prized student. “I encouraged the boy in 
painting that picture,” he said firmly. “And it was with my permission that he brought the picture into this 
school. I don’t think the boy is so far wrong in painting Christ black. The artists of all other races have 
painted whatever God they worship to resemble themselves. I see no reason why we should be immune 
from that privilege. After all, Christ was born in that part of the world that had always been predominantly 
populated by colored people. There is a strong possibility that he could have been a Negro.” 
 
But for the monotonous lull of heavy breathing, I would have sworn that his words had frozen everyone in 
the hall. I had never heard the little principal speak so boldly to anyone, black or white. 
 
The supervisor swallowed dumb-foundedly. His face was aglow in silent rage. 
 
“Have you been teaching these children things like that?” He asked the Negro principal, sternly. 
 
“I have been teaching them that their race has produced great kings and queens as well as slaves and 
serfs,” the principal said. “The time is long overdue when we should let the world know that we erected 
and enjoyed the benefits of a splendid civilization long before the people of Europe had written a 
language.” 
 
The supervisor shook with anger as he spoke. “You are not being paid to teach such things in this 
school, and I am demanding your resignation for overstepping your limit as a principal.” 
 
George Du Vaul did not speak. A strong quiver swept over his sullen face. He revolved himself slowly 
and walked out of the room towards his office… 
 
Some of the teachers followed the principal out of the chapel, leaving the crestfallen children restless and 
in a quandary about what to do next. Finally we started back to our rooms. 
 
A few days later I heard that the principal had accepted a summer job as art instructor of a small high 
school somewhere in South Georgia and had gotten permission from Aaron’s parents to take him along 
so he could continue to encourage him in his painting. 
 
I was on my way home when I saw him leaving his office. He was carrying a large briefcase and some 
books tucked under his arm. He had already said good-by to all the teachers, and strangely, he did not 
look broken-hearted. As he headed for the large front door, he readjusted his horn-rimmed glasses, but 
did not look back. An air of triumph gave more dignity to his soldierly stride. He had the appearance of a 
man who had done a great thing, something greater than any ordinary man would do. 
 
Aaron Crawford was waiting outside for him. They walked down the street together. He put his arms 
around Aaron’s shoulder affectionately. He was talking sincerely to Aaron about something, and Aaron 
was listening, deeply earnest. I watched them until they were so far down the street that their forms had 
begun to blur. Even from this distance I could see they were still walking in brisk, dignified strides, like 
two people who had won some sort of victory. 
 

 

Dr. John Henrik Clarke was a Pan-Africanist writer, 

historian, professor, and a pioneer in the creation 

of Africana studies and professional institutions in 

academia starting in the late 1960s. 

 

Thank you Dr. John Henrik Clarke for this amazing, and 

inspiring short story! I hope and pray Jesus gives me the 

same level of courage, confidence, and resolute purpose, 

to walk in dignity with a swift soldierly stride, doing 

whatever God calls me to do, while taking an unwavering 

stand for what I know to be true. 



On November 13 and 14, 2013, Dr. Tony Evans was our Keynote Speaker in Grand Rapids for One 
Church One City. He graciously autographed the copy of his book that I purchased. The book was so 
good I read every word in two days of non-stop reading. 
 

  

 
My copy of ONENESS EMBRACED is filled with underlining, stars, and arrows! I feel compelled to share 

some quotes from his amazing book. 

 

Egyptology and the study of African history and culture are highlighting the unique role black people 

have played in the development of the human race and world civilizations. (P. 109) 

 

Anthropologists of all races are grappling with the increasing plausibility that the roots of human 

civilization are in Africa with black people. The Rev. Walter McCray, author of The Black Presence in the 

Bible, wrote, 

 The preponderance of contemporary evidence being gathered by archeologists and ancient 

historians says that Africa (in Egypt’s Nile Valley) was the origination of humanity and civilization. It was 

from here that humanity, and indigenous “black” humanity, had its beginnings. The preponderance of 

archaeological and historical facts say that the roots of all people are in Africa!—Egypt, Africa. 

 Whether one holds to the traditional view of a Mesopotamian origination of humanity, or to a more 

substantiated view of the origination of humanity in Africa, one point of harmony is certain: indigenous 

humanity and the originators of the civilizations in each of these areas were black! They were black in 

Egyptian Africa and there were black in Asia’s lower Mesopotamia! Either way one cuts it, the originators 

of civilization were a black people. (P. 110) 

 

Such evidence includes the discoveries in the Tanzanian Canyon of the Olduvai Gorge which reveals 

that toolmaking began in Africa and then spread to Europe. It includes the discoveries in the Nile Valley 

that demonstrate that people of Negroid African descent manufactured pottery before pottery was made 

in the world’s oldest known city. Archaeological evidence even suggests African sailors explored the New 

World prior to Columbus. This evidence includes an extensive number of portraits of Negroes on clay, 

gold, and stone unearthed in pre-Columbian strata in Central and South America. In fact, paintings by 

Negro people date prior to 3000 BC. (P. 110) 

  

“Civilization started in the great river valleys of Africa and Asia, in the Fertile Crescent in the Near East 

and along the narrow ribbon of the Nile in Africa,” says historian Lerone Bennett. “In the Nile Valley that 

beginning was an African as well as an Asian achievement. Blacks, or people who would be considered 

black today, were among the first people to use tools, paint pictures, plant seeds, and worship gods.” 

Bennett’s conclusion concurs with Moses’ assertion that Adam was created from soil in or near the land 

of Cush, who was Ham’s son and originator of the great Ethiopian civilization (Genesis 2:7, 13: 10:6,8; 

Isaiah 18:1-2). (P. 110-111) 



 

When a person understands the glorious presence of African people in God’s drama of redemptive 

history, Scripture is clearly the primary source for legitimate black pride. The Scripture allows blacks to 

take pride in who we are and what God has made us, without feeling we have to become something 

other than what God created us to be. (P. 112) 

 

Moses faced racial prejudice when his sister, Miriam, and brother, Aaron, challenged his God-given 

leadership because he was married to an African woman, a Cushite (Numbers 12:1). What apparently 

bothered them was not simply that Moses’ new bride was dark-complexioned, because it has been 

proven that other Israelites were also dark-skinned. Rather, it was that she was black and foreign. Her 

African ethnic origin was unacceptable. It is important to note here that God punished Miriam with the 

disease of leprosy for her rebellions against Moses “because of the Cushite woman whom he had 

married.” God turned Miriam’s skin white, causing her to be “leprous, as white as snow” (Numbers 

12:10). (P. 112) 

 

Racism, whether based on skin color or ethnicity, has always been a terrible sin in the eyes of God and 

worthy of His severest judgement. (P. 112) 

 

There is only one race: the human race (Acts 17:26). All humans stem from one root, Adam and Eve. Yet 

within the human race there are varieties of individuals and groups. One of the ways we distinguish 

between individuals and groups is by color. (P. 114) 

 

Likewise, the Bible defines individuals and groups by color. Yet the biblical definitions are unencumbered 

by the negative distortions and reactions we associate with blackness in contemporary American society. 

(P. 114) 

 

When discussing the issue of blacks in the Bible, we must understand that the designation “black” is a 

term of accommodation. We are using a twenty-first-century mind-set to discuss people who, in some 

cases, lived more than two millennia ago. Thus our distinctions are not necessarily their distinctions. For 

example, the Romans made a distinction between people who were dark skinned and people who had 

Negroid physiognomy. Today both groups would be considered black. (P. 114) 

 

Moses’ wife identified in Numbers 12:1 is one of the Cushites, a group of African people coming from the 

region south of Egypt and characterized with black skin. (P. 114) 

 

The Shulamite bride of King Solomon twice describes here complexion as black (Song of Solomon 1:5-

6). Of special note here is the spirit of legitimate pride associated with her recognition of her color, for 

she saw herself as black and beautiful. (P. 114) 

 

Noah’s son Ham had four sons: Cush, Mizraim, Put, and Cannan. Cush was the progenitor of the 

Ethiopian people. This is validated by the fact that the names Cush and Ethiopia are used 

interchangeably in the Scriptures (Genesis 2:13; 10:6). Mizraim was the progenitor of the Egyptian 

people, who are understood in Scripture to have been a Hamitic people, and thus African (Psalm 78:51; 

105:23, 26-27; 106:21-22). Put was the progenitor of Libya, and Canaan was the progenitor of the 

Canaanites, one of the most problematic foes of God’s chosen people, the Israelites. (P. 118) 

 

Of particular importance is the powerful Old Testament figure Nimrod, the descendent of Cush, who 

ruled in the land of Shinar (Genesis 10:8-10; 11:2). Nimrod eventually became the father of two of the 

greatest empires in the Bible and in world history, Assyria and Babylonia. He was the first great leader of 

a world civilization (Genesis 10:10-12). He lead all the people on earth and served as earth’s protector. 

Nimrod’s presence and accomplishments confirm the unique and early leadership role black people 

played in world history. (P. 118) 

 

Hamitic peoples were crucial to the program of God throughout Old Testament biblical history. Joseph’s 

wife, an Egyptian woman (Genesis 41:34, 50-52), was the mother of Manasseh and Ephriam, who later 



became leaders of Jewish tribes. In fact, the tribe of Ephraim produced one of the greatest leaders Israel 

ever had—Moses’ successor, Joshua (Numbers 13:8; 1 Chronicles 7:22-27). This Jewish-African link is 

very strong in Scripture. The prophet Amos said, “ ‘Are you not as the sons of Ethiopia to Me, O sons of 

Israel?’ declares the Lord” (Amos 9:7). (P. 118) 

 

Caleb was the son of Jephunnedh the Kennizzite; the Kennizzites were a part of the Canaanite tribes 

(Genesis 15:19) and descendants of Ham. Caleb also came from the tribe of Judah (Joshua 14:6, 14). 

Judah, the progenitor of the tribe, fathered twin sons by Tamar, a Hamitic woman (Genesis 38). Caleb 

joined Joshua as one of the two spies who went to explore Canaan and brought back a positive report to 

enter the land and take possession of it, as God had declared (Numbers 13-14). (P. 118) 

 

Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, from whom Moses received the greatest single piece of advice regarding 

national leadership, ministry organization, political strategy, and personal planning (Exodus 18:13-27) 

ever recorded, was a Kenite (Judges 1:16), part of the Canaanite tribes (Genesis 15:19) who descended 

from Ham. At that time, the Kenites has settled in the land of Midian.  

 

Another interesting observation regarding Jethro is that he is identified as “the priest of Midian” (Exodus 

3:1). Since he was a priest, yet he was not a Levite and the Aaronic priesthood had not yet been 

established, the question is: What kind of priesthood could this have been? The only other priesthood 

within the framework of Scripture to which Jethro could have belonged was the priesthood of 

Melchizedek (Genesis 14:18). This is significant because Christ was a priest after the order of 

Melchizedek (Hebrews 7:17). This means that the priest Jethro, who was of African descent, may have 

been indicative of pre-Aaronic priesthoods, such as that of Melchizedek, which foreshadowed the priestly 

role of both Christ and the church. 

 

This, then, is another basis for recognizing the strategic role Africa played in the biblical saga that 

continues today, because all Christians are related to Jethro and his priesthood as part of the royal 

priesthood. (P. 119) 

 

King David is known not only as a man after God’s own heart (1 Samuel 13:14) but as one of the 

greatest kings in Israel’s history. David’s great-grandmother was a Canaanite woman, Rahab, who is 

also listed in the Hall of Faith (Hebrews 11:31). David’s grandmother was Ruth, a Moabite, from a people 

who were Canaanites as well. David, one of the heroes of the faith, hailed from mixed Jesus and Hamitic 

ancestry and stands as a leader of whom blacks can be proud to call our own. (P. 119) 

 

Solomon was David’s son with Bathsheba, a Hamitic woman. Bathsheba literally means the daughter of 

Sheba. The Table of Nations identifies Sheba in the line of Ham, making Sheba a descendant from an 

African nation (Genesis 10:7). The Song of Solomon describes Solomon’s features as “tanned and 

handsome, better than ten thousand others! His head is purest gold. And he has wavy raven hair” (Song 

of Solomon 5:10-11 TLB). Solomon was no only the wisest man to rule a nation, but he also brought 

about the greatest extension of Israel’s reach as a kingdom (1 Kings 3:3-14). Solomon’s great-great 

grandmother, great grandmother, and mother gave him roots within the black race, and place him as an 

example of black achievement. (P. 120) 

 

Underscoring the fact that black people are an integral part of God’s revelatory process in both the 

proclamation and recording of divine revelation is the prophet Zephaniah.  The Old Testament states that 

Zephaniah was of Hamitic origin. He was from the lineage of Cush (Zephaniah 1:1), and he prophesied 

God’s judgement on Judah and her enemies for their rebellion against God and their gross idolatry; yet, 

he proclaimed, the grace of God would save a remnant and restore blessing to the people. People of 

African descent can take pride in God’s prophet Zephaniah, one of the biblical authors, as their 

forefather. (P. 120) 

 

The Ethiopian eunuch, who was most likely responsible for the establishment or expansion of the Coptic 

church in Africa, revealed the high degree of organizational and administrative responsibility that existed 

within the upper echelons of Ethiopian culture. The Bible describes him as a eunuch with great authority 



under “Candace, queen of the Ethiopians, who was in charge of all her treasure” (Acts 8:27). According 

to the standard Greek lexical studies, the word Ethiopian is of Greek origin. It literally means “burnt face.” 

The term eunuch does not necessarily denote emasculation; it can refer to high military and political 

officials. The scriptural account of the Ethiopian official is significant for two reasons. First, it 

acknowledges the existence of a kingdom of dark-skinned peoples at the time of first-century Christianity. 

Second, it records the continuation of Christianity in Africa after having been initiated through the first 

African-Jewish proselytes who were converts at Pentecost (Acts 2:10). This account of Philip’s encounter 

with the Ethiopian official verifies God’s promise in Zephaniah 3:9-10: “For then I will give to the peoples 

purified lips, that all of them may call on the name of the Lord, to serve Him shoulder to shoulder. From 

beyond the rivers of Ethiopia My worshipers, My dispersed ones, will bring My offerings.” These verses 

show God’s desire: He wishes to call to Himself peoples from the African continent, not into servitude 

and disdain as some incorrectly surmise, but into brotherhood with all men to serve Him “shoulder to 

shoulder.” (P. 121) 

 

Simon of Cyrene, who helped Jesus carry His cross, was of African descent. This we know because 

Cyrene is a country in North Africa (Matthew 27:32). The church at Antioch had two black men as 

leaders. Their names were Simeon, who was called Niger or black (as I mentioned earlier), and Lucius, 

who was from Cyrene. These two black men assisted in the ordination and commissioning of the apostle 

Paul (Acts 13:1-3). This verifies that black people were not only leaders in the culture of the New 

Testament era, but also leaders in the church itself. 

 

Deserving of our greatest attention is the lineage of Christ, who is the heart and soul of the Christian 

faith. Over and over again, the prophets prophesied that the Messiah would come from the seed of 

David. As we have already seen, the Davidic line finds a number of black people within it. Of the five 

women mentioned in Matthew’s genealogy (Matthew 1:1-16), four are of Hamitic descent—Tamar, 

Rahab, Bathsheba, and Ruth. 

 

The point here is not that Jesus was black. To assert such, as some black theologians do, is to fall into 

the exclusionist perspective of many whites, who would make Jesus an Anglo-European, blue-eyed 

blond who had very little relevance to people of color. It would also fail to respect the distinct Jewish 

heritage of Christ. Rather, Jesus was mestizo—a person of mixed ancestry. 

 

It blesses me to know that Jesus had black in His blood, because this destroys any perception of black 

inferiority once and for all. In Christ we find perfect man and sinless Savior. This knowledge frees blacks 

from an inferiority complex, and at the same time it frees whites from the superiority myth. In Christ, we 

all have our heritage. (P. 122) 

 

AMEN! AMEN! AMEN! 
 

 

Thank you for partnering with us to advance the Kingdom of God through your 
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