
Regarding Thomas Ruffin 

It is with humility and caution that I contribute to this discussion on the 

life of  Thomas Ruffin, for in truth, I am violating the classic Christian biblical 

prohibitions of  “Judge not lest ye be judged,” while we “see through a glass 

darkly.”  I believe it is important that we, who do this, are aware that we are 

not simply flirting with the current popular notions of  the 21st century cancel 

culture, but we have, in a sense,  chosen to weigh Thomas Ruffin in the bal-

ance of  our judgement of  his life’s journey on this earth. I have a conflict in 

participating in this activity, because I firmly believe that judging a man who 

lived in an entirely different “moral” time—over one hundred and fifty years 

ago— can only be done thoroughly, completely, truthfully, and without bias, 

by our God.  

Another concern I have is that this discussion, I believe,  is fundamentally 

political. Note the terms used in the report of  the RJR (Racial Justice and 

Reconciliation) committee: Systemic racial injustice, racism and white su-

premacy.   Listening and concluding objectively on the various ideas present-

ed here may be difficult. It requires that we step back from our  personal po-

litical orientation and  listen openly and carefully to one another. I hope this 

can be achieved by St. Matthew’s parishioners who follow these discussions.  I 

will trust we can… 

As Ruffin said in The State v. John Mann, “ It is useless, however, to 

complain of  things inherent in our political state… With whatever reluctance, 

therefore, it is done.”…  I shall reluctantly proceed… 
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Thomas was born in 1787, and he died in 1870. He was born into the 

turbulence of  “legal slavery” in our country.  He reached maturity over 50 

years before the American Civil War.  The majority of  his life was consumed 

by activities of  Law and agriculture, but it was all lived within the tumultuous 

years of  American slavery.  

Fortunately, he left a large quantity of  writing, and I would caution any-

one trying to decide the issue at hand, that his writings must be read. If  one is 

to gain any semblance of  the soul of  the man, one must  read sections of  his 

writings. That is, I believe, the most effective way to attempt to understand 

the complexity of  this man. In the interest of  completeness, I cannot justifi-

ably contribute to this discussion without quotations from the man himself  

which I will add later in this paper.  

I am aware that Eric Mullen, a UNC professor in the Law School,  has 

contributed an academic paper to this discussion, in an attempt to discredit  

Ruffin’s writings, and indeed, Ruffin himself.  I believe Professor Mullen’s 

writings should be viewed as only one other perspective viewed through that 

“dark glass” on the distant and complicated life of  Thomas Ruffin. 

In a  recent book, “The Assault on American Excellence” Professor An-

thony Kronman—the former Dean of  the Yale Law School—opines that in 

considering a “name change” of  a building, it is best if  the “principle legacy” 

of  the individual examined is considered. I choose Law as Ruffin’s  principle 

legacy even though it is currently popular to choose his association with slav-

ery.  
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Professor Kronman  goes on to enumerate multiple reasons for not 

changing an historical name of  a structure: 

1. It may distract attention from more serious problems and create the 

self-satisfied illusion of  progress where none has been made.  

2. It runs the risk of  encouraging the immodest belief  that we not only 

have better values than our forebears did but that we are better human 

beings.  

3. It makes it easier for us to think that we are less likely than they to be 

deformed by a cowardly participation in convention for by the all too 

common human passions of  joining and fear.  

4. It puts our ancestors at a greater distance than only mere change in 

values can explain.  

5. It  promotes an evangelical confidence in the righteousness of  our 

own beliefs and destroys the bridge of  sympathy between the past and the 

present. 

6. Emotional maturity means: acknowledging that we do not need to 

erase the past in order to confirm our commitment to the values we now 

hold, and that we can face our turbulent past with confidence knowing 

there are no “safe-spaces” in our future. 

Each of  these prohibitions, I believe  apply to changing the name of  the 

Ruffin house.  

But focusing on Ruffin again,  much can be learned from Ruffin’s writ-

ings, and although his opponents frequently quote his opinion in State v. 

Mann as “the power of  the master must be absolute to render the submission 

of  the slave perfect”, placing this statement in context, adds his poignant pri-
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vate concerns about this opinion, and reveals meaningful aspects of  his per-

sonal understanding of  his dilemma.   

From the third revision of  his opinion  in State V.  John Mann 1829:  All 

sections in quotations are directly from his documented opinion.  

“A judge cannot but lament when such cases as the present are 

brought into judgment. It is impossible that the reasons on which 

they go can be appreciated, but where institutions similar to our own 

exist and are thoroughly understood. The struggle, too, into judge’s 

own breast between the feelings of  the man and the duty of  the 

magistrate is a severe one, presenting strong temptation to put aside 

such questions, if  it be possible. It is useless, however, to complain 

about things inherent in our political state. And it is criminal in a 

Court to avoid any responsibility which the laws impose. With what-

ever reluctance, therefore, it is done, the court is compelled to ex-

press an opinion upon the extent of  the dominion of  the master over 

the slave in North Carolina.” It’s apparent he would rather avoid 

this, and, importantly, he feels the enormity of  this decision in his 

heart.  

In explaining the structure of  slavery in his day, and under the laws 

he has sworn to enforce, he goes on, “Such obedience is the conse-

quence only of  uncontrolled authority over the body. There is noth-

ing else which can operate to produce the effect. The power of  the 

master must be absolute to render the submission of  the slave per-

fect. I most freely confess my sense of  the harshness of  this proposi-

	 	 4



tion; I feel it as deeply as any man can; and as a principal of  moral 

right every person in his retirement must repudiate it. But in the ac-

tual condition of  things it must be so. There is no remedy. This dis-

cipline belongs to the state of  slavery. They cannot be disunited 

without abrogating  at once the rights of  the master and absolving a 

slave from his subjection. It constitutes the curse (note the use of  the 

word “curse”)of  slavery to both the bond and free portion of  our 

population.” He continues: 

"We cannot allow the right of  the master to be brought into discus-

sion in the court of  justice. A slave, to remain a slave, must be made 

sensible that there is no appeal from his master; that his power is in 

no instance usurped; but is conferred by the laws of  man at least, if  

not by the law of  God.” The entire institution of  slavery was con-

trolled by the laws he has pledged to uphold.  

Finally, he goes on, “I repeat. I would gladly have avoided this un-

grateful question. But being brought to it the court is compelled to 

declare that while slavery exists amongst us in its present state, or un-

til it shall seen fit to the legislature to interpose express enactments to 

the contrary, it will be the imperative duty of  the judges to recognize 

the full dominion of  the owner over the slave, except where the ex-

ercise of  it is forbidden by statute. And this we do upon the ground 

that this dominion is essential to the value of  slaves as property, to 

the security of  the master, and a public tranquility, greatly depend-
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ing upon their subordination; and in fine, as most effectually secur-

ing the general protection and comfort of  the slaves themselves.” 

I believe it's important to note that he mentions the security of  the mas-

ter and the public tranquility reflecting his responsibility for preserving the 

many laws which existed to control slave uprising’s which during those times 

were greatly feared by the citizens of  North Carolina.  

It is important to see these points, that Ruffin has written, in his decision 

to place it in the proper perspective for his time and position as magistrate in 

1829. These aspects are conveniently omitted during discussion of  this case 

by the disparagers of  Ruffin. 

Eric Muller’s academic paper, included with the statement of  the RJR 

committee, has well documented facts, but contains  inferences about Ruffin’s 

emotions and purposes, that seem to me, too speculative as he continues his 

criticism. It is difficult enough to discover precisely what happened almost two 

hundred years ago, but to imagine what people were thinking two hundred 

years ago, is most likely impossible.  

Because of  the recent hostility against Christopher Columbus, I have re-

cently read a four hundred page book about his “adventures.” (Columbus the 

Four Voyages 1492-1504, the Penguin Group, 2011) I wanted to learn why 

certain people hate him so much. Columbus kept diaries of  his travels, and I 

was amazed at his perception of  the “natives” he discovered in his exploration 

of  the Caribbean in the 15th century. He actually viewed them as ignorant, 

and good candidates for conversion to slavery and/or Christianity. Let me say, 

“a completely unimaginable view from my perspective.” It was like looking at 
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another world through him. It is a “trap” we can fall into when evaluating 

Ruffin ourselves.   

The RJR committee describes the “Ruffin House” as honoring someone 

who was a racist and a white supremacist. That accusation is from a 21st cen-

tury perspective. I don’t think we can directly apply 21st century morality to 

19th century persons. I’m not even certain Ruffin would know what this cur-

rent political term implies.  Did he think of  himself  as a “white supremacist” 

and a “racist”?  I’m not so sure.  

Another aspect of  the statement of  the RJR committee should be ad-

dressed here, for it has generalizations and terminology  that deserves closer 

scrutiny.  

In the first paragraph, “Recent events have placed the continuing impact 

of  systemic racial injustice under close scrutiny.”  

“Systemic racial injustice” is a generalized accusation, a political term, 

used to silence further discussion. Does everyone in St. Matthew’s believe they 

support this “systemic racial injustice” stuff  that seems so systemically perva-

sive to our committee? This is a political term that is best not used in our dis-

cussion, because it paints this topic with too broad a brush and tends to si-

lence multiple and “diverse” opinions that  I am certain are closely held in 

our  “Beloved Community.” Consider the progress that has been made in this 

country since the 1950’s. At what point will this systemic injustice end? I 

would ask the RJR committee, “what will it take to quell the flames of  this 

“systemic racial injustice?” One of  our esteemed Senators, Senator John 

Kennedy of  Louisiana said, “No debate should end with the comment, you’re 

a racist, I win!”  
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In addition, we do not honor Thomas Ruffin because he was a racist and 

a white supremacist. Does anyone believe we should? Those are inaccurate  

terms to use against Thomas Ruffin. We honor him for his gift of  land, his in-

tellect, his gifts to the law in developing the economies of  multiple states, and 

his gifts to the development of  the science of  Agriculture. I believe President 

Abraham Lincoln could be considered a racist, and white supremacist by 21st 

our century morality standards. 

Then why do we leave his name on the building. We do it because we are 

not afraid to face the complexity of  the life of  Thomas Ruffin.  He is a mem-

ber of  our Christian Family,  our Communion  of  Saints, with all its pleasure 

and its pain for us.  We accept the struggle Ruffin had with “our evil,”  be-

cause, remembering him, enlightens us to our own possible failings as we, 

with all humility, re-examine ourselves, and attempt navigate our own turbu-

lent journey. We do not need to erase this example of  our history because we 

have the courage to live with the knowledge that history can teach us lessons, 

and it should instruct us not to repeat the mistakes of  the past. It encourages 

us to do something positive with our  world. 

As for our Baptismal Covenant, I agree to affirm that we will seek and 

serve Christ in all persons, love our neighbors as ourselves, strive for justice 

and peace among all people, and respect the dignity of  every human being. 

Does recognizing both the good and bad, from our enlightened perspective, 

of  one of  our family, Thomas Ruffin, stop us from doing this? I hope not… 

Coming back to Ruffin, it is important for St. Matthew’s to accomplish 

something meaningful with an action plan. I believe changing the name on 

the Ruffing House, and not accepting the complexity of  his and our past 

	 	 8



misses an opportunity.  I believe we should keep the name Ruffin House as a 

recognition of  the historic figure who gave us the land to begin our church. It 

is not to honor a racist and white supremacist. It is a recognition a member of  

our family, our Community of  Saints, and it forces us all to recall the haz-

ardous road we travel until we meet our Maker. Erasing it, seems to me, a 

form of  retrospective self-righteousness, that accomplishes nothing. It also 

raises the issue of  what to do with the plaque in the narthex of  the confeder-

ate soldiers memorialized by their families.  And finally, what do we do with 

the graveyard memorials. We will all be healthier, and at peace with ourselves,  

if  we are able to regard the Ruffin building as a reminder to us that even we, 

with our more enlightened ideals, are human beings, traveling the same com-

plicated highway of  life as our predecessors, with the same weaknesses of  

over-confidence and self-righteousness that can make that “glass” darker 

still… 

I do not think it is appropriate for St. Matthew’s to follow the behavior or 

“leadership” of  other institutions on our community such as the University of  

North Carolina or the County Commissioners of  Hillsborough. They have a 

different perspective, function and are under different pressures. They  are 

trying to satisfy different goals that are not appropriate for St. Matthew’s 

Church as the Body of  Christ. We must consider issues that many of  their 

participants might scoff  at, and their consideration of  their history might be 

entirely different from ours as they try to satisfy different constituents.  

My suggestion is that we leave the name where it is, but that we do some-

thing which will speak directly to the tension some parishioners seem to have 

with our history. I would suggest we create a scholarship with +/-5% of  our 
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yearly budget, and arrange to award it yearly to a deserving high school grad-

uate, from Dickerson Chapel,  who intends attending college. For years, we 

have paid titular attention our neighbor. This might be appropriate,  not be-

cause of  the current “external pressures,” but because we believe it is time not 

to take a meaningless “stand,” but to DO something to resurrect a portion of  

our tainted history, and actually contribute to moving us in a better direction. 

We might want to name this scholarship the Thomas Ruffin Memorial Schol-

arship. This action helps us to “renounce” this complexity that we are ac-

knowledging. We might also consider naming it the Lydia Scholarship in 

honor of  the enslaved person wounded in the “Mann” incident. This would 

be a tangible commitment from St. Matthew’s and accomplish some inroads 

that I’m certain the RJR committee might appreciate. This would also answer 

the question of  what do we do with the other reminders that surround our 

Church building… 

I would like to finish with these  words placed on the exterior of  Legacy 

Museum in Montgomery, Alabama. I believe these few words say what I have  

tried to do  in two thousand, five hundred and eighty-five words. 

“History, despite its wrenching pain, cannot be unlived, but if  faced with 

courage, need not be lived again.”  Maya Angelou 

This Legacy Museum focuses on our legacy of  slavery. It opened in April 

of  2018. 

James P. Weaver  
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