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I nt roduct i on 

The deve l opm ent of the B l ac k  commun ity i�  Ame r i ca w itnes sed 
the B l ac k  Chu rch exerc i s i ng the un i que funct i on of a s s i st i ng  
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B l a c ks to ga i n  a me1 s u re of econom i c  st rength . The op i n i on i s  
ventu red by Fo rdham t hat one of the most powerfu l and i n f l uent i a l  
i n st itut i ons  to evo l ve w ith i n  the  B l ac k  commun ity i n  the  post 
C i v i l Wa r e ra wa s the  B l a c k  Chu rch . It wa s more than a re I i g i ous  
i nst itut i on : i t  wa s a soc i a l , . po l it i ca l , and econom i c  i n st itut i on 
a l l i n  one . Its  ea r l y  m utua l a i d soc i et i es ca red fo r the s i ck ,  
a ged , a n d  d i sa b l ed ;  bu r i ed the dead o f  i nd i gent fam i l  i es ; p rov i ded 
f i na n c i a l  suppo rt for w i dows and  orpha n s ; made l oa n s ; and  p rov i ded 
many r� l ated commun ity  s e rv i ces . I n  two of h i s  ea r l i er wor ks , 
DuBo i s  he l d  th i s  same v i ew that the B l ac k  Church  wa s more t han  a 
r e l i g i ou s  i n st itut i on . Def i n i n g the maj o r  funct i ons of the  chu rch  
w it h i n  the context of the B l a c k  commun ity , he i nc l uded the ro l es 
of s ett i ng mora l standard s , p romot i ng educat i on , wo rk i ng for soc i a l  
u p l i ft o f  t h e  race , bu i l d i ng co l l ect i ve econom i c  powe r ,  and p ro
v i d i ng opportun i t i es fo r soc i a l  i nteract i on and rec reat i on . 

Ac ross the  generat i ons , more  tha n  p reac h i ng has been on the 
a genda o f  the  B l ac k  C h u rc h .  Loo k i ng at its  ro l e  du r i n g  the Recon
st ruct i on Pe r i od , Ford ham3 contends t hat t he B l ac k  Chu rch  has been 
an i nst itut i on that addressed itse l f p r ima r i l y to the adapt i ve o r  
ut i l ita r i an need s o f  i t s  members  a n d  const ituents . 

I n  the  ea r l y  1 950s B rown l ee4 wrot e , " B l a c ks l oo k  u pon t he i r  
c h u r c h  to f ree the m i nd as  we l l  as  to un fette r  the sou l i n  order  
to a c h i eve i nd u st r i a l  ( econom i c )  f reedom ." He further  obse rved 
that, i f  t he i nn e r  c it i es a re to be saved , rather  t han  to be de
s e rted , much d epend s  u pon the t h r u st of the sta b i l ity of the  
B l a ck C hu r c h , i n  both its  v i s i on and its  econom i c  out reach  i nto 
the commun i ty . 

Two i nc i d ents i n  the deve l opment of B l ac k  commun it i es 1 26 yea r s  
a pa rt va l i date the  statement that the funct i ons of the B l ac k  Chu rch 
go fa r beyond that of be i ng s im p l y re l i g i ou s . I n  the f i rst i n stance , 
wh i ch i s  re l ated by Fo rdham , S the B l ac k  commun ity was expe l l ed f rom 



14 Explorations in Ethnic Studies 

C i nc i n na t i  i n  1829 . Thereupon , the B l ack  Chu rch undertook a 
campa i gn l ed by the Reve rend Pe ter  Wi l l  i ams , rec to r of S t .  Ph i l l i ps 
Afr i can Church i n  New Yo r k  C i ty ,  to b r i ng econom i c  a i d to the ex
pe l l ed commun i ty .  I n  a se rmon i n  18 30 he u rged the estab l  i shment 
of a se t t l ement  i n  no r t hern Canada for these refugees f rom Wi l ber
force , s ta t i n g tha t  i t  wou l d  be w i se and p rope r for f ree B l acks 
and the church to poo l the i r  resou rces to rese rve a m i l l  i on ac re 
t rac t be i n g offe red them i n  Canada . The S t . Ph i l l  i ps cong rega t i on 
ra i sed $ 6 , 000 for the i n i t i a l  p r i c e  on 4 , 000 ac res of th i s  t ract .  
I n  add i t i on to the money fo r the l a nd , the chu rch donated c l oth i ng 
and other  necess i t i es for the ex i l es f rom C i nc i nna t i  who had em i 
g ra t ed to Canada . 

The o t he r  i nc i dent  occu r red i n  195 5  i n  Some rv i l l e ,  Tennes see , 
when a g roup of approx i ma t e l y  f i f t y  B l ac k  t enant  farme r s  reg i stered 
to vo t e .  They we re expel l ed f rom the l and they had fa rmed , and 
we re fo rced , i n  the dead of w i n te r , to p i tch ten ts  i n  a muddy 
f i e l d  they we re a l  l owed to use to house the i r  fam i l i es .  The i r  
p i  i g ht  wa s hea d l  i ned as  sen sa t i ona l news , but  on l y  the Na t i ona l  
Ba pt i s t  Conven t i on , USA ,  I nc . , through i t s c hu rches , l ed by D r .  
J .  H .  Jac kson , i t s pres i den t ,  responded w i th the necessa ry econom ic  
a i d to  get  the  peop l e  i n to san i ta ry ,  wa rm she l ters  overn i ght . 
Mo reove r ,  the churc hes of t he Convent ion ra i l  i ed to D r .  Jac kson ' s  
ca l l  for econom i c  a s s i s tance and ra i sed suff i c i en t  funds to bu i l d ,  
w i t h i n  s i x  months , f i f t y  f u l l y  equ i pped houses  fo r these fa rmers 
and the i r  fam i l i e s .  These hou ses we re so l d  to the fa rme rs  on 
l ong-term l eases at no i n te re s t  wha teve r .  The Conven t i on a l so 
bought  mo re than 500 ac res of l a nd fo r them to fa rm on a commerc i a l  
ba s i s .  W i t h i n  three yea r s ,  more than  one hund red hou ses had been 
bu i l t  by t he Conven t i on for these fam i l i es ,  and , i n  a s pan of f i ve 
yea r s ,  a l  I deb ts  we re pa i d ,  and the fa rme rs  owned the p rope r t i es 
ou t r  i gh t .  

The Issues Expl ored 

I t  i s  t h i s  wr i te r's con tent ion that  the B l ack  Churc h  i n  the 
1980's shou l d  be c l a s s i f i ed as "the i nv i s i b l e  i n s t i t u t i on tha t i s  
i n  need of a second Recon s t ruct i on . "  I t  i s  th i s  wr i t e r ' s  op i n ion 
t ha t  the B l ack  Chu rch shou l d  beg i n  the  next decade w i t h  a s t rong 
return  to the bas i c  concerns  and/o r  i s sues tha t  a re re l a ted to the 
s u rv i va l  and e l eva t i on of the B l ack ma s ses . 

Af ter  the C i v i l Wa r and the Ema nc i pa t i on , m i n i s ters  became 
conce rned that  there was no one to bapt i ze B l ack c h i l d ren , to per
fo rm ma r r i a ges , or to bury  the dead . A m i n i s t ry had to be c reated 
a t  once - - c reated ou t of the ma ter i a l  a t  han&. o The ma t e r i a l  a t  
hand was ,  o f  cou r s e ,  those B l ack  s l aves who had been "ca l l ed to 
p reach . "  I n  answe r to the c r i t i c i sm t ha t  ne i ther  men nor money 
we re ava i l a b l e  for c reat i ng a m i n i s t ry ,  the m i n i s te r  quoted above 
wrote that God cou l d  ca l l  the men , and the A . M . E .  Chu rch had the 
author i ty to comm i s s i on them when thus ca l l ed! Th i s  represen ted 
the fus i on of t he " i nv i s i b l e  i n s t i t u t i on"  of the B l ac k  C hu rch wh i ch 
had taken roo t among the s l aves and the i n s t i t u t i ona l c hu rch wh i ch 
had g rown up among the B l acks who we re f ree before t he C i v i l Wa r . 7 
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The B l ac k  Chu rch mu s t ,  i n  the  form of a p r i me na t i ona l d i rec
t i ve ,  retu rn to t he i deas wh i ch sugge s t  i nvo l vemen t i n  such a reas 
as mu tua l a i d  soc i et i es ,  c red i t  un i on s ,  educa t i on , and corpo ra t e  
i nves tmen t s . These a re the  s pec i f i c  a reas that  t h i s  wr i t e r  fee l s  
a re bas i c  n ecess i t i es i f  the  B l a c k  Chu rch expect s  to become a v i a b l e  
i ns t i t u t i on i n  the  twen ty- f i rs t  cen t u ry . 

I t  i s  i mpo r tan t to a c know l edge some of t h e  i mmed i a te  ba r r i e rs 
fac i ng the  B l a c k  Chu rc h  I n  t h i s  rega rd , t h i s  wr i ter  ag rees w i t h  
Johns tone ' s  a s sessmen t;� F i r s t , o rgan i za t i on s  of  B l ac k  m i n i s te r s , 
whether  denom i na t i ona l o r  nondenom i na t i ona l , a re not en te r i ng the 
po l i t i ca l a rena to any substna t i a l  deg ree . They a re not ente r i n g 
the  po l i t i c a l  a rena a s  i ndependen t o rgan i za t i on s , but  on l y  as  pa r t  
o f  a b road commun i ty e f fo r t , qnd even t hen not a l l o f  t hem b y  any  
mea n s . 

Second , B l a c k  p reachers  tend to rema i n  not i cea b l y  i ndependen t 
e n t rep reneu r s . Mos t  ac t i v i t i es d i rected towa rd a f fec t i n g the  po l i 
t i ca l  and  governmen ta l s t ru c t u re o f  t he commun i ty a re ca r r i ed on by 
i nd i v i dua l m i n i s t e r s  ac t i ng out  of  pe r sona l mot i va t i on , as represen
ta t i ves of  t he i r  l oca l cong rega t i on s  or a s  c i t i zen membe r s  of  va r i ous 
l oca l commun i ty  organ i za t i ons . 

A t h i rd fac to r  t h a t  tends to minimize t he i mpac t  of B l ack  
p reache rs beyond t he wa l l s  of  t he i r  chu rches s tems f rom the  n a tu re 
and demands o f  t he i r  occupa t i ona l ro l e . Whether  by defau l t  o r  de� 
s i gn ,  many B l a c k  preachers mus t  a s s ume t a s ks t ha t  i n  many wh i te 
chu rches a re hand l ed by l aymen - such func t i on s  a s  hand l i n g  con g re 
ga t i ona l bu s i ness  a f fa i rs and  bu i l d i n g ma i n tenance . 

A fou r t h  b road factor  t ha t  tends to I i m i t the  poten t i a l  of t h e  
B l a c k  C h u rc h  cen ters  i n  t he d i ve r s i ty and l ac k  o f  consensus  among 
B l a c k  m i n i s te r s . The d i f fe rences a l ong t he m i l i ta n t - t rad i t i ona l i s t 
con t i nuum a re both many and  o f  cons i de ra b l e  magn i tude . 

The B l a c k  Chu rch mu s t  beg i n  to add ress i tse l f  to the  s e r i ou s  
p ro b l ems o f  mode r n i z i ng i t s ph i l osophy to meet t h e  needs o f  a 
peop l e  who a re men ta l l y  and  phys i ca l l y  ens l aved i n  "human  zoo s "  
wh i ch a re common l y  refer red to a s  i n ne r c i t i es , ghettos , and u rban 
j un g l es .  The B l ack  Chu rc h  has ma ny oppo r tun i t i es to be c rea t i ve 
and i nnova t i ve i n  i ts a t tempt to p rac t i ce a t ru l y  human i s t i c  m i n i s 
t ry .  

Wheneve r a t rad i t i ona l i n s t i tu t i on a t tempt s  to b r i n g a bou t 
soc i a l  a nd/or po l i t i ca l  c ha n ge , there w i l l  a l ways be certa i n  dangers . 
The mo s t  sa l i en t  dangers  a re fea r of t he unknown and refusa l to 
pa r t i c i pa t e .  Howeve r ,  g rea t dangers  a l ways accompany  g rea t oppo rtu
n i t i es .  The pos s i b i l  i ty o f  dest ruct i on i s  a l ways i mp l  i c i t  in  the  
a c t  o f  c rea t i on .  Ba sed on t h i s  perspec t i ve ,  t h i s  paper  conc l udes 
w i t h  some sugges t i ons for c r ea t i ve c han ge . 
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Al  I "s to re f ron t chu rches" shou l d  be ba nned f rom B l ack  commun i 
t i es . Mos t  of these bu i l d i ngs  shou l d  be condemned , because , i n  
th i s  wr i ter ' s  op i n i on and eyes i gh t ,  mos t o f  these s t ruc tures a re 
mo ra l , eth i ca l  and  phys i ca l  eye sores . Those B l ack  p reachers who 
ca l I thems e l ves m i n i s te r s , but  who a re actua l l y  p i mps  who use and 
abuse uneduca ted B l acks (and some m i s -educa ted B l acks ) for the i r 
own person a l  ga i n ,  shou l d  be ban ned f rom p rac t i c i n g  t he i r  t rade i n  
the B l ack  ghet tos . The i nc rea sed f i nanc i a l  resou rces (mon i es tha t 
wou l d  norma l l y  be s pent  i n  the s torefron ts)  wou l d  be poo l ed i n to 
l a rger r e I  i g i ous  estab l i s hmen ts . Th i s  wr i te r  i s  not i mp l y i ng that 
the re a re no reI i g i ous  p i mps i n  t he l a rger and more t rad i t i ona l 
B l ack reI i g i ou s  esta b l  i s hmen ts . Ra the r ,  the w r i ter  i s  sugges t i ng 
tha t the phas i n g out  of s toref ronts  wou l d  be a w i se and necessa ry 
i nves tmen t .  

Second l y ,  B l ac k  cong rega t i on s  s hou l d  i n s i s t t ha t  t he i r m i n i sters 
be educa ted not on l y  i n  theo l og i ca l a rea s ,  but  i n  other  a reas such 
as bus i ness and econom i c s  as we l l .  I n  add i t i on to the Ten Command
men ts , p reac he rs  mus t  p reach tha t the Wes te rn wo r l d  i s  compet i t i ve ,  
aggress i ve ,  cap i ta l  i s t i c , and tha t  noth i n g i s  sac rosanct. The 
on l y  th i ng tha t  i s  respec ted i n  the Wes t  i s  organ i zed power -- the 
ab i l  i ty to back up one ' s  pos i t i on w i t h do l l a rs ,  peop l e ,  and force 
i f  necessa r y .  I n  a sense , th i s  w r i ter  be l i eves t h a t  th i s  wa s the 
me ssage that Ma r t i n  Luther  K i n g ,  J r .  wa s f i na l l y  get t i n g ac ross to 
the ma s s es of  poo r peop l e  j u s t  p r i o r  to h i s  a s sa s s i na t i on! 

Th i rd l y , the B l ack  Chu rch mus t  a s s ume a mo re ac t i ve ro l e  i n  
p rov i d i n g supp l emen ta l educa t i ona l oppo r tun i t i es fo r B l ack peop l e . 
Fo r examp l e ,  such c l a s ses a s  "Sex i sm and Rac i sm , "  "Es sence of Eth
n i c i ty , "  "The B l ack Fam i l y , "  and "B l ac k  Though t "  shou l d  be i n  the 
educat i ona l p rogram of  a l l B l ac k  chu rches , i nc l ud i ng t he i r  Sunday 
Schoo l prog rams . Th i s  bas i c  a pp roac h  wou l d  revo l u t i ona l i ze the 
B l ack  Chu rch by ma k i ng i t  add ress  i t s e l f to t he se r i ou s  p rob l ems of 
mode rn i z i n g i t s ph i l osophy to mee t the needs of  a peop l e  ens l aved 
i n  u r ban j un g l es i n  an i ndus t r i a l  soc i e ty where the i nd i v i dua l must  
be taught  to  ma n i pu l a t e  h i s  envi ronmen t .  

The B l ack  Churc h  i s  the on l y  i n s t i tut i on i n  ex i s tence tha t  i s  
capa b l e  of reve r s i ng a t rend o f  t h i n k i ng tha t ha s b rough t  B l ack 
peop l e to the ve ry b r i nks  of  ann i h i l a t i on . F i r s t ,  the B l ack  p reach
e r s  a re the h i s tor i ca l  l eaders  of mos t B l ac k  peop l e  and t he i r  words 
i n  the chu rches w i l I be hea rd by more peop l e  than  be l ong to any 
other o rgan i za t i on . Second , mos t B l ack  peop l e ,  whether  t hey go to 
church or not , or whether  they have eve r  been the re , a re v i c t i ms of 
be l  i e fs  wh i c h have t he i r  o r i g i n  i n  the B l ack Chu rch . Th i rd ,  a 
change of reI i g i on w i l l  not e l  i m i nate  the c r i ses  mos t B l ac k  peop l e  
face because  mos t  B l ack  peop l e  a re go i ng to d i e  C h r i s t i a ns . 

The chu rches mus t  s ponsor an a l terna t i ve educa t i ona l sys tem 
s i m i l a r  to tha t of the Catho l  i c  church - - t he reason be i ng tha t  
s i nce B l ack  peop l e  a re n o t  presen t l y  o rgan i zed t o  ma ke the ex i s t i ng 
educa t i ona l sys tem ( t he pu b l  i c  one) wo rk fo r us , we mus t  beg i n  to 
p repa re a sys tem wh i c h  w i l I end the des t ruc t i on of who l e  genera t i ons 
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of  B l a c k  m i nd s . Th i s  means  that B l ac k  p reachers  mu st be t ra i ned 
i n  a reas wh i c h  a l l ow for a huma n i st i c  a pp roac h  towa rd technol ogy : 
et hn i c  stud i es cou rses , mathemat i c s , b i o l ogy , c hem i st ry , econom i cs , 
e l ect ron i c s ,  en g i neer i n g ,  phy s i c s , and Eng l  i s h .  Re I i g i ou s  eth i c s  
may st i l l  be  taught , but B l ack  c h i l d ren must a l so b e  taught t hat 
they can cont ro l the i r  env i ronment , t he i r  l i v i ng s pace , and  that 
they can  d i scover nat u re ' s  l aws wh i ch govern l i fe . (They must d i s
cov e r  the l aws , not change them . )  
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C r it i que  by C ha r l es C .  I rby 

Back to the Basics . . .  i s  a p rovocat i ve presentat i on wh i c h  
focuses o n  the ro l e  o f  the B l ack  c h u rch a s  a soc i o-cu l t u ra l ,  
po l it i co-econom i c  i n st itut i on i n  an  h i stor i c  context . Not focused 
i n  W i l l  i ams ' paper a re the  s p i r itua l , reI i g i ou s  a s pects of the 
B l a c k  c hu rc h ,  but the  so l ut i on s  p ro posed certa i n l y l ead towa rd a 
I ibe rat i on t heol ogy . W i l l  i ams ' p r i ma ry focu s  i s  on how the B l ac k  
chu rch i n  a modern context , ha s d r i fted away f rom i t s  or i g i nal 
raison

'
d'etre, a n d  he attempt s  to s how what can be done to restore 

the B l a c k  chu rc h , as an a gent or i n st itut i on for the peop l e ,  to a 
pos it i on wh i ch s e rves the peo p l e. 


