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I do not think that we should change the name of the Ruffin House. 

I understand the view that by naming the building after Judge Ruffin we elevate a name whose 
life did not merit the honor.  Moreover, we are sensitive to the view  that by not changing the 
name of the building we may appear to have a lack of concern for the justifiable feelings of pain 
for real suffering by the forefathers of people living in our community - suffering made much 
worse by actions of Mr. Ruffin. 

However, several other considerations have combined to make me believe that we should not just 
change the name on the building and then move on.  These reason are:   

First, Judge Ruffin, those like him in his generation, and those in subsequent generations (clear 
into the 1980’s) who supported Jim Crow are our unfortunate history.  Painting over the name on 
the front and putting a new name on the building doesn’t erase the history and more importantly 
doesn’t erase the  human toll.  We live in a small southern town where evil things happened.  We 
don’t live in an imagined or wished for version of that town where these things did not happen. 
Nor do we live in a town in which the people of the town have reconciled themselves to this his-
tory.    

Second, Judge Ruffin wasn’t the only prominent member of our congregation at its founding 
who was a major slave holder.  For example, the Cameron family  http://www.stagville.org/histo-
ry/the-camerons/ owned 30,000 acres and 900 slaves. Paul Cameron, became the richest man in 
North Carolina at the start of the civil war and was Judge Ruffin’s son in law.  Cameron and Ruf-
fin had lengthy correspondence http://plantationletters.com/letter_index.html.  A nephew  of 
Duncan Cameron, Walker Harrison,  was on the vestry and was the building project leader.  
Many of the family are buried in our church yard. 

I don’t have the records of the financial contributions to the building of St. Matthews but I would 
be surprised if much of the money did not come from the Cameron’s and others in the planter 
class.  Many large plantations are near Hillsborough.  Just between our house (which is about 
eight miles north of town) and Hillsborough there are the Lipscomb plantation https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lipscomb_House 
, Hardscrabble https://www.hoatown.com/hardscrabble/ 
, and the Turrentine Plantation https://cemeterycensus.com/nc/orng/cem204.htm 
.  A building as nice as St. Matthews could not have been built without the financial  support of 
the planter class.  While these men did not write the famous Ruffin decision, they made fabulous 
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fortunes from the involuntary labor of slaves and part of that fortune went to the construction of 
St. Matthews right up to the balcony were slaves sat (just like the segregated movie theaters of 
my youth).  In other words, I suspect that there have been many major contributors to St. 
Matthews who were at least as bad as Judge Ruffin.  Taking one name off of a building does not 
measure the full weight of the depravity in the community that fostered our church.    

Third, we worship in our church and we get buried in our church yard right near Judge Ruffin 
and the Cameron’s, without ever thinking about  how it all got there.  While we are self-righteous 
in our condemnation of  Ruffin we (maybe just I) never seem to feel a little guilty about our en-
joyment of the beautiful place that slavery built.  His name on that building can constantly re-
mind us of our duty to continue to heal the twin legacies of slavery and Jim Crow, the two most 
evil institutions in our American History.  Taking Ruffin’s name off of a building and hoping 
people will forget (probably what I would want if I were somehow related to him) is insufficient.  

Finally, we put Judge Ruffin’s name on the building without completely understanding his career.   
In retrospect, we recognize that this was a huge mistake.  I believe that to help fix this mistake as 
well as other mistakes in our lives we need to gain the humility to separate our intentions from 
the effects of our actions.  To do that, all humans need a constant reminder that we make uninten-
tional mistakes.   If we decide to keep the name, among other things, we should explain the mis-
take, our discomfort with it, our great desire for forgiveness and we should rededicate the build-
ing with his name on it as a monument to humility.   

Over the decades, many wonderful people have received spiritual uplifting in St. Matthews.  
Even through highly flawed people like Cameron and Ruffin, God can work.  In our case God 
has worked through this building to inspire generations of wonderful people.   Somehow, I hope 
that through our efforts to confront our heritage we may come closer to God.


